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				McConnell’s is a series of stories about a family. Each character is a story in itself

				but shows how the family developed over the generations. It is told from its most

				recent member, Philip, right back to its earliest ancestor Con.

				 

				Since Con’s arrival in Ireland the family has lived through many troubled times

				and is in fact a mirror of the times of Ireland itself.

				 

				The Irish are an interesting people whose culture has been beset by the most

				appalling poverty. Much of that poverty being the result of their close proximity

				to their not always caring neighbors, the English.

				
PHILIP—1988 

				Philip looked up with a small smile on his face. “I’ll have another pint of Guinness,” he said after I suggested a second round. He was a small man in his late twenties, dressed in a frayed woolen sweater and grubby jeans. He had sad, flattened sandy hair that looked like it had repeatedly been pressed down rather than combed. Overall, Philip had nothing about him that betrayed the violent past that he had lived through over the last ten years. There was, however, a certain watchfulness that belied his casual posture. Something in his steel grey eyes showed more maturity than his years at first portrayed.

				We had been sitting inside the small bar for half an hour, recounting the past times of our relationship. He accompanied me to the stained and drink splattered bar. As the barmaid began dutifully pouring the two pints, I commented wryly that beer certainly had contributed more to Ireland’s lack of productivity than anything else. “Yea,” he drawled, “Nothing the Bloody Brits could do would work, you know.” He then went on to recount the tale of how we English had tried to import the dark stout into our own country. We had even shipped the water from the Dublin’s River Liffey all the way to the North London brewery at Park Royal, but it didn’t seem to work. Nothing the brewers could do would produce the same smooth beer that was so drinkable in the copious quantities that the Irish enjoyed so much.

				“It was years before they figured out that the trick was to drink it fast and quick. Drink it young,” smiled Philip, “Like Beaujolais Nouveau”.

				We returned to our seats and Philip lowered his thin moustache into the foam. He took a long swallow and licked his upper lip before continuing his tale.

				“I was an apprentice machine operator living in the Falls Road before I really understood there was no escape for anyone”. The musty air in the pub was stirred when the door opened, letting in a pair of obviously underage youths in similar uniforms to Philip’s. The stale cigarette smoke moved sullenly around as the door banged shut again.

				“Of course, I knew that there was involvement all around me” Philip continued, “Although my folks were not particularly religious; Da’ told us we were to go to Mass every week but he never seemed to do it himself and turned a blind eye when we skipped it. Me sister, brother and I were always scared of him finding out when we sometimes would go out into the fields and play on Sunday mornings. I always thought that he never knew although looking back I know that he did. Not much went past him since me Ma died when I was little.

				“He worked in the shipyards and had it rough but somehow he got passed by when it came to the offers of joining the ‘Army’. I know that it’s easy to do if you really want to avoid it, but sometimes it’s easier to sort of go with the flow. We had a couple of men in the family who had been involved. Uncle Seamus for one had gone over to England at the end of the war and been captured by the Brits. He was never heard from again. Silly sod had tried to blow up Battersea Power Station. It was one of those things that hardly even got into the papers. He was probably just taken by the forces of law and so-called order, and vanished. The family lived off a small pension on the strength of it though. In my case, I just sort of fell into it.”

				Looking across at him in these comfortable surroundings of conversation and good fellowship, it was difficult to fully realize that before me sat one of the most wanted men in the land—both here in Ireland and across the sea in the UK where much of his terror had been wreaked. I had checked out his story of Uncle Seamus several months ago and there was no record anywhere of the arrested Irishman. He had simply vanished without trace and I could not believe that he was still languishing in some Victorian-built jail. It was just one of life’s little mysteries that in Philip’s case had helped to fuel the fires of hatred and revolution.

				And yet something had gone wrong in Philip McConnell’s life. It had happened twice: once when he chose the road to violence and now again when he was trying to leave it. I was his amanuensis for the latter stage. That’s a fancy name for it. I was just an amateur journalist who had stumbled on his secret and had offered to tell his story if it all went wrong for him. And it could go very wrong for him; like any other disciplined army, the IRA treats deserters with all the force that it can muster.

				There was a slight commotion in the pub when the youngest of the two underage youths attempted to buy a drink. The barmaid had refused him but through some sort of Irish logic, was prepared to serve two drinks to the elder. My companion watched the transaction with little expression.

				I had met Philip when he ran out of petrol outside my house two years ago one wet November night. He knocked on my door and asked if he could phone for help. While he waited for a mate to bring him a spare can of Esso, he discovered I was writing a paper on Irish Christian roots for a theological magazine back in the UK. I had been living just over the border from Ulster for about six months and the deserted spot suited my quiet work.

				Philip showed an immediate interest in my studies and particularly the collection of my books that traveled with me. I was taken with his enthusiasm and he soon became a regular visitor to my house, always with a bottle of Bushmills tucked into the pocket of his jacket.

				One night after we had consumed more than our fair share of the amber liquid during a rainstorm that had battered the little cottage’s shutters, he confessed to me that he was an officer in the IRA. He was on every wanted list in the British Isles and for that matter also in the Republic of Ireland where we were now sipping our whiskey.

				He had become their foremost explosives expert. “It’s something I seem to have a natural ability for,” he had explained although he later said many times he had no idea where his gift, if you could call it that, had come from.

				It was that initial wonder about his talents that had set him on a strange path that was certainly not the “norm” for what was after all a terrorist. Having seen that my collection of books and articles covered many areas of history, it was not long before he confessed that he had a great interest in the subject, and particularly that which concerned the Irish, and also his own family.

				Over the next few months, he asked me for many details some of which it was necessary for me to check back with my office in London. In among these questions he interspersed some of the details of his career with the “Army,” but it was not until tonight that he decided to tell me of the origins of his association with this mixed band of zealots, criminals and just plain loonies. I was surprised when he set up this meeting, particularly when he explained that he had little time before he would be dealt with. His voice on the phone betrayed nothing of the fear that was obviously with him as he set this date and chose this innocuous pub on the North side of the border for what was to be our final meeting.

				I had always found it hard to believe that Philip was a man of violence, perhaps because when I met him he had stopped that way of life. His life had changed that night when one of his homemade bombs had blown up, killing his little three year old niece in his brother-in-law’s kitchen, and blinding her mother. From that day, he no longer could live with the violence that had been his constant companion for the last eight years. And he had successfully managed to avoid all direct duties that brought him into contact with his hard earned craft.

				Such a step could not last forever, however. Now it was all coming to a close, and Philip was doing the one thing that was unforgivable—he was trying to leave the organization that had given him a raison d’etre throughout his twenties. His chances of being allowed to escape without some form of horrendous penalty were slim. At worst, he would be summarily executed, and at best, shot through the back of his knees so that he would walk stiff-legged for the rest of his days. At least his punishment would be meted out with bullets. He had told me earlier that he viewed with horror the treatment of some other illegal so-called freedom fighters in the world. Like the ANC in South Africa who used the Necklace—a tire filled with gasoline which was put round the victim’s neck and set alight.

				Tonight, he was to go voluntarily before a court martial of his former peers. They would decide if he was to live or die. He still trusted them to make the right decision. We agreed that I would tell his story no matter the outcome and would reveal no names to point the way to the guilty parties.

				“Tell me again Philip, how it all began for you.” I asked, opening my notebook. We had an hour to kill before they came for him, and I thought the revelation of his beginnings with this violent world would help to take his mind off the events to follow. I doubted that I would learn anything new from his retelling, for by now I was fairly familiar with IRA recruiting methods. After taking a good pull from the emptying glass at his elbow, he lowered his head and began his tale.

				“I was coming home from the Yard after a normal day riveting and doing errands for the foreman. I was nineteen and sharing the house with me Da’ and younger sister. We were doing all right as families in the North went; even had a small car that me Da’ would tinker with at weekends. Anyway, as I said, it had been a normal day and I had a few pounds in my pocket so I called into the local for a couple of pints on my way home.

				“The place was quiet and I noticed a man standing at the corner of the bar. He had the palest eyes that I had ever seen and he seemed familiar although I couldn’t really place him. I went to the bar and ordered a pint and stood quietly thinking of the events of the day, boring though they may have been. I was just considering another pint when I heard a soft voice slightly behind me. ‘The next one’s on me, Philip’.

				“It was Pale Eyes. At the time I thought it odd that he should know who I was but I didn’t have too many pints bought for me so I relaxed and looked him over. He had a confident air and a look of a man who knew where he was in the world. ‘How’s that little budgerigar doing since he was at the vet, Philip?’ I was absolutely staggered. How would a complete stranger know about something as trivial as our pet budgie?

				“’Who was this man?’ I thought as he continued to smile at me with those pale blue eyes. ‘Is your big sister getting over the miscarriage she had last month?’ he continued in a confidential way. I couldn’t look at him as I was beginning to fear the way that this was going. ‘We’ve been looking at you over the last few months, Philip, and we think that you have quite a lot of promise.’

				“I still said nothing as frankly I was scared to death. A couple more pints were edged over to us by the barman; Frank, I think his name was. And then he put the offer in. It was all too easy and too exciting for a young lad to resist. ‘Philip, when you go upstairs to bed tonight, will you just make sure that your Da’s keys are left in the car. We probably won’t need it but just in case, we’d take it as a real favor if you just left the keys in.’”

				Philip was well into the telling of his tale. There was an intensity that seemed to surround him. The untipped cigarette was left to burn in the chipped glass ashtray at his elbow and as he leaned forward across the table dampening his jersey on the rings of stale Guinness. As he continued, I could see how this first contact with the organization had made a very great impression on him. But then I guess it was intended to. Continuing, Philip lit a new cigarette and screwed his face up as the smoke curled around his eyes.

				“I looked at the stranger and realized that this was the real thing. Of course I was scared, but there was a small buzz in my brain that had never been there before, and I liked the feeling. However, I knew that this was somehow wrong; I couldn’t just accept without a word, and as I was about to offer up a protest, he clobbered me with the big one: ‘Of course Philip, we wouldn’t want anything to happen to your sister’s family after losing the baby, would we. So just make sure that the keys are in the car tonight, there’s a good lad’.

				“Then he dropped the subject as he finished his pint. He passed the time by talking about the prospects for tomorrow’s racing. I think he said he had a dead cert running in the first race, but I had a hard time thinking about anything else other than his offer. Then he was suddenly gone out into the street and I was left to my whirling thoughts.

				“Of course, I made sure that the keys were in the car that night, although I knew me Da’ would have killed me if he had found out. But the car was never used. That’s the way it operates, see. They frighten you for absolutely nothing. It’s just a test of your mettle. The scared ones are let alone right then and there. After all, you wouldn’t want someone milky doing anything that was dangerous would you?

				“Well, I was beginning to forget the whole event when a couple of weeks later, Old Pale Eyes turns up in another pub that I was using. He came straight over to me and thanked me for my help the other evening. ‘We didn’t need the car as it happened. Philip, but tonight there is something coming up. No big deal; one of the lads has to move up the coast a bit quick. Just leave the keys as before, there’s a good chap, and tomorrow, make sure that you look in the glove box. We always pay for any petrol.’

				“Somehow it was easier the second time around and in the morning, I could tell just from looking out the window that the car had been used. It was in the same place but there was some sort of air about it. I crept downstairs and looked in the glove box. The thing was stuffed with money. I grabbed all of it and went inside the house. I was caught by my Da’ as soon as I came through the front door. With all this money in my hands, I had to tell him everything. I expected all hell to break out but he took it very well. He just said that it was up to me and that I should get out as soon as I could because there would be plenty of opportunity to do so.

				“As for the money, there was over a week’s wages there. Just for the use of the car. Me Da’ said that he didn’t want any part of it. I could keep it all. Now a whole week’s wages for a nineteen year old was quite an incentive, but there was more to it than that. There was a sort of excitement to the thing that was hard to explain.

				“Three days later Old Pale Eyes or ‘Poona’ as I found out he was called came into the pub. Took no notice of me at all. Just stood there staring into his pint. After a bit I went up to him and thanked him for the cash. He looked at me as if he couldn’t remember me and then said that things were a bit slow right now but that he would let me know if they needed the car again.”

				Philip halted in his story and looked rather pointedly at his empty glass. However in true Irish style in order not to interrupt the flow of drinking, Kathy the barmaid had already poured most of our next pints for us. This was done in recognition of the custom that it was up to us to tell her when to stop pouring. I quickly gathered up the two glasses and returned to the little scuffed table.

				After a swallow, Philip continued the tale. “I felt a bit flat after hearing that my services were no longer wanted—sort of like a kid would feel if Christmas had been cancelled. But a couple of nights later, just as I came out of the shipyard’s gates, Poona was waiting for me, leaning nonchalantly against the wall in the pouring rain. His matter-of-fact expression changed to one of worry when he saw me. Taking me to one side, he said that they needed my help that very evening.

				“Could I get the car and pick up a fellow from one side of Belfast and take him across town? He said they were short handed and really needed the help. He gave me the address and where I had to take him.

				“It was no problem for me to get the car as Da’ never minded provided I didn’t come back late. Looking back I know that he must have known something was up. For the rest of that early evening, I had the most incredible feeling of exhilaration. I was feeling something that most people who had drab colorless lives like mine could never experience but as I drove away from home, it suddenly dawned on me that my route was to take me right through an army check point. Now, you know as well as I do that the search at those places is pretty random. If we were stopped, and the fellow that I was carrying was known to be on the wrong side, I had a simple choice. I could either get myself arrested, too, or make a run for it. And under those circumstances, the soldiers always shoot for the driver.

				“My high came down with a bang as I drove through the quiet night. The danger of my mission began to weigh on me and I was very scared when I picked up my passenger. Once he was on board, though, his relaxed attitude calmed my nerves. He was a very quiet-spoken fellow and chatted to me about all kinds of trivial things as we made our way along. I found out later that he was one of the high-ups just there to see if I was up to snuff. When we got to the check-point, he just said ‘Don’t worry Philip, I’m clean’, and I believed him because the troops took no notice of us at all. But then most of the higher echelon can come and go as they please. Their identities are well protected.

				“When we reached the deserted farmhouse which was our destination, he got out of the car and told me to check in the glove box again. I could hardly contain myself as I drove away into the night and as soon as I was out of sight, I pulled over and looked. Twice the amount was there. They must have somehow gotten into the car before I even began the run or even before I agreed to do it in the first place. They were that sure of me. That’s why they called Old Pale Eyes ‘Poona’ because he harpooned recruits. And his record was nearly 100%.

				“He worked all the bars, gathering random bits and pieces of information. Just sort of chatted to anyone and everyone—milkmen, Post Office girls, shop assistants, the whole lot. He then used a massive filtering system to compile intelligence about anyone he thought useful for the cause. People who had never thought about the struggle for themselves were stalked by him and inevitably caught by fear or greed or both. Once they were in his sights, Poona just spiked them all. I bought in and so did many before me.

				“Well it wasn’t long before I became a full-fledged, sworn-in member of the brigade. I never liked the violence, the blackmail, the murder or the torture, but I managed to turn a blind eye to that; they played me like the landed whale that in truth I was, because I loved the excitement, the secrecy and, once I was introduced to them, the explosives. We worked with some fine stuff. We had stolen all the latest out from under the noses of the British Army itself. We used it in Brighton, Londonderry, and scores of missions that involved other groups around the world—the PLO, the Red Brigade, even some of the Islamic Jihad. We’d work with anyone that could put a boot up Maggie Thatcher’s arse and her colonialist troops.

				“I had this gift for the explosives, you see; I was never scared of them. After I was taught the basics, I learned some tricks that allowed me to refine them to such a degree that I only needed small amounts to do the work that other men wanted big quantities for. Really big bangs, they were. It’s too bad that we wasted them on some poor targets. But once I had done my work, the selection and delivery of the bombs was thankfully out of my hands.

				“In fact my role was comparatively simple in the chain of things. It also gave me a great deal of spare time. The devil makes work for idle hands they say, and to fill my time I started looking at where I had come from and where my family had developed this hatred for the English and the Protestants.

				“And then one night, in poor bloody Sharon’s kitchen, one of my so-called masterpieces—a packet of fags—went off. It was my fault. I was using a much more sensitive detonator, and Sean, my supposed assistant was suffering from a king sized hangover after a wicked night on the Guinness. He made one too many shaky moves with it.

				“Bang, and it was over for little Mary, and my sister Sharon was blinded for life. Sean came out without a scratch although they say his hearing will never be the same. It really wasn’t Sean’s fault. He was never the brightest and God knows he’s suffered enough since.

				“But I was the one who killed little Mary just as if I had thrown that fag packet bomb myself, and my lovely Sharon will be hobbling round with a white stick forever.

				So I’ve lost it, you see. I can’t move in their circles anymore. My brilliant packet-of-fags explosive will never be used for their missions again. It’s caused enough deaths. I spoke to the big Fellah and he just said that I needed to be debriefed and I could leave. But we all know what that means in their world. If you’re not with ‘em, your agin ‘em. And I’m not with them any more. I have too many nightmares about the innocent parties.

				“We’ll never get Maggie Thatcher or her crew anyway. There’s no hope of making the average bloke in England feel any different about us here in Ireland. Let’s face it, they’re all fed up with it anyway. They’d pull the troops out tomorrow if it was put to a vote. But the Establishment’s structure is too well placed. It has been for a thousand years.

				“So now I wait; either one bullet or two; one in the head or two in the knee-caps. Frankly I don’t care. I’ve had enough and I just want to get out if they’ll let me, and then live a quiet life. Buy a small bar in Spain where my stiff-legged walk won’t hinder me too much. I’ve saved most of the money, you see. There wasn’t much to spend it on here. I was always running and hiding and keeping my head down.

				“It’s funny you know, but for all the stupid patriotic stuff that we preach here, I’ve never felt that I really belonged. Not to the movement or even Ireland. Maybe I should be somewhere else. I’ve been to England and I don’t belong there either. I did feel drawn to Europe on the few occasions that I went over there. Maybe I need that feeling of being on a big piece of land. Islands bother me; I feel hemmed in. Perhaps I’m not even an Irishman at heart. I no longer know or care”

				Philip seemed to take comfort in the story of his seduction to the cause. It was a common story except that he had done so well in the IRA. After all he’d become a full colonel just for his proficiency with explosives, refining the art of terrorism down to smaller and smaller parcels of destruction. His exploding cigarette packet was his swan song and I could see that its demise would upset his lords and masters. Its designer intended to take its secret construction with him.

				Philip sat and looked into his glass. Most of his animation had gone and there was a calmness about him that belied the fate that awaited him. Something about his demeanor didn’t quite match the mood. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it and was about to probe when the two under-aged drinkers came over to us. Up close they looked even younger and less sure of themselves than they had from a distance.

				Both looked quite uncomfortable as if they were in a situation that they would have done anything to avoid. Finally, the elder stammered, “Mr. McConnell, it’s an honor to meet you, Sir.” After a brief pause he continued, blurting out “The big Fellah said you’re to come with us please”.

				“Give us a minute, lad, will you”, Philip said, “I’ve almost finished up here. The young messengers went and stood a respectful distance away. Philip reached down under his chair and lifted a grubby brown paper parcel tied up with string and plonked it on the table.

				“It’s not much of a literary work, I’m afraid, but I’ve spent a good bit of time on this,” he said modestly. “The early stuff checks out—I found out that Uncle Seamus died in a bomb raid soon after he arrived—our sources can be efficient sometimes. As you go back though, it becomes more a work of fiction.

				“It’s the only creative thing I’ve ever done that didn’t blow up,” he added with a smile. “I’d be very grateful if you would look at it for me, and if you think it might be of interest to anyone, you might even get it published.

				Philip rose slowly and shook my hand. “Don’t worry”, he said, “I’ve arranged that you can tell the world about me, provided no names are given. I’ll be all right. Philip McConnell learned a few things over the last few years you know, and finally grew up”.

				He went out with his two young attendants. He looked very mature beside them and I felt a wave of sorrow sweep over me at the sight of his departing figure. I finished my drink feeling guilty that I was unable to make any contribution to this tale of exploitation and grief. Unfortunately, that is not the way of a passive reporter struggling to make a living in the research of theological history, but then it was not the first time that such a feeling of impotence had come over me.

				Tired of the garishness of the smoky pub, I finally got up, taking Philip’s parcel with me, and as I was about to leave, a figure pushed through the door before me. He was in all respects a thoroughly average looking man but as he came into the light, I couldn’t help noticing his abnormally pale eyes.

				* * * *

				I didn’t find out about Philip McConnell until six months later. Let’s face it; the British press isn’t always up in what happens at courts martial of former IRA officers, particularly if there has been a bit of a foul up along the way. Philip was duly tried and sentenced by his peers. He was found guilty of desertion in the face of the enemy but because of his previous good work, he was let off the statutory death penalty and sentenced to the time-honored punishment. He was to receive of a bullet through the back of both knees, so that he could be a living example of the foolishness of disobeying orders from the all-knowing and controlling elite at the top of the IRA.

				To perform the task, however, the all knowing elite chose two very immature young fellows to perform the task; the same two boys who would even have had a problem getting a drink in a decent pub. They fell for his pleading that before the punishment he should be given a cigarette to calm his nerves. It didn’t even cross their minds to run when he removed the well worn cigarette packet from his jacket pocket.

				The IRA are not as powerful or as organized as they may appear. Spain must have been first on their list to look for their unbowed colleague, and in truth, their instincts would have proved right. But once across the water, intent has a tendency to diminish with the resources available.

				A cursory enquiry through the slim network failed to provide any information as to the whereabouts of the escapee. The “Army” also lacked one piece of important information—Philip’s manuscript. I did not open the brown paper and string of the wrapping for some time. I was more concerned about the author’s situation, than about his unlikely debut into the literary world.

				However, after the news leaked out about his escape, I immediately began to read about his family and having done so, I thought I knew where he was headed. After his remarks about not belonging and not liking islands, it seemed obvious to me where he would begin to search for a new life.

				It was more than four years since we had sat together in the pub when I eventually found Philip. His appearance had changed considerably with dyed hair and a thick beard and mustache. He was pleased to see me and lost no time in telling me of what had happened to him after his escape.

				He had traveled the well-worn route over to England via Liverpool as so many of his predecessors had before him: some by sail, some with oars, and some even in flimsy coracles. This same sea route had, according to Philip’s story, been crossed by the very first of his ancestors to arrive in Ireland. It was, of course, from the opposite direction.

				However, this time the journey was undertaken on a nondescript ferry and thence by train to the exit point of Dover. This too had featured in that earlier relative’s experience.

				Once again Philip had incorporated this segment in the fictional part of his story. Of course, he had no actual knowledge of events that had occurred so many thousands of years previously. But he had had the time to look at the early evidence of Ireland’s first settlers and their roots. On quiet mornings he would sit in the libraries around town, reading of how Ireland had been “discovered” all those thousands of years ago.

				His original escape plans were to sink himself as far south in Spain as he could get, and settle quietly there. As things happened, on a whim he decided to take a detour where, feeling safe for the first time in many years, he stopped for a short break. His location was deep in the countryside of Western France. And it was here that he fell in love with a Brittany girl with red cheeks and an accent that filled Philip with unaccustomed warmth.

				So Philip didn’t go to Spain after all. In company with his Mademoiselle, he settled down in Brittany, the westernmost outreach of the European landmass. There he found a peace and a strange familiarity he was never quite able to understand. It was almost as if he had come home.

				Before long, he had settled into working in the bar that the two of them opened. It was called La Belle Erin and served Pernod, Vin Rouge and other French alcoholic delights. The local farmers and their families that regularly used the place eventually welcomed the young foreigner into their midst. To show their genuineness they would even on occasions join him in a glass of the only Guinness that could be found in that remote part of Brittany.

				He had only one small concern left in his head and that was the whereabouts of the brown paper parcel, containing his family history. As the story had enabled me to trace him back to what he believed to be his roots, I had not presented the book to anyone. I told him of my thoughts but it was his insistence that the McConnell family tale be told. He had no worries as to his safety, he said. He would not be traced, because such a simple tale of life’s adventures would be of no concern to people whose only interest was death and destruction.

				
SEAMUS—1944 

				The black ferry inched over the oily grey water of the dock as the captain brought both engines to a stop. With the practiced eye of hundreds of similar journeys, he brought the vessel to a halt alongside the jetty, and ropes snaked from both sides like uncoiling serpents to make the mooring fast.

				Seamus McConnell pulled his woolen muffler tighter against the morning chill and started down the yawing gangplank to put his foot on English soil for the first time in his thirty years. He had waited so long for this chance to strike a blow for freedom and yet there was an excitement about seeing for the first time this country that he had only heard about. As his boots hit the dull concrete of the dock, he knew that he had arrived to begin a new start. The mythological Liver birds peered down from their fixed roosts above the Port Authority building as the customs and excise people looked over that day’s first arrivals from the North of Ireland. It was an odd situation for war-torn England to be in.

				Everybody knew that the lines from Ulster to Liverpool were likely to carry unwelcome guests, but as Northern Ireland was technically part of the UK, it was hard to treat everyone as if they were spies. Also in the days of late winter 1944, everybody, Irish and English, looked similarly depressed both in outlook and appearance.

				The English are never at their best during this depressing time of the year when spring seems so far away still. Also, the five years of rationing had done nothing for the general morale of a people, who had come so very close to being beaten into submission by the Nazi hordes. Seamus would never have been happy with that outcome, except that it would have seemed moral justice to have the arrogant English as the underdogs for a change.

				Nonetheless, he was not a stupid man, and well knew that if England had fallen victim to Hitler’s whims, then Ireland would surely have followed in the wake. After all, the Germans and the English were as close as two races came and he knew that secretly they both admired each other. No, his fight was for the eventual overthrow of the people who had controlled his country for a thousand years and who, in spite of the heroic attempts of De Valera, still ran the six counties of his peaceful island and abused his Catholic brothers and sisters.

				The time had come to leave his family, strike hard for the cause and start anew. It was, after all, no real hardship. His wife Colleen was a shrew whom he had never loved, although in fairness, she ran the house well and the three children. Tommy, Patrick and little Mary, were lovely kids when they weren’t thick with their customary colds and when they weren’t fighting in the one space that served as living room and kitchen.

				There was but one other room that was a bedroom for all the family, privacy would have been a problem for him and Colleen if they ever wanted to make love. Blessedly, he reflected, this had been rare over the last five years, ever since the birth of Mary.

				His job as a painter and laborer at the Yard was plagued by boredom and irregular pay packets; the latter had given Collen even more ammunition to hurl at him during their nightly skirmishes. It seemed as if during the last few years all that he really yearned for was a quiet read of the paper, and that was almost an impossibility in the cramped little home. Apart from that there were his twice-weekly visits to his small allotment, a block down from the parish church. It was here that he grew his dahlias and roses that due to last year’s poor summer had stunted well below their normal beauty. It was no wonder that he needed a new start. He regretted leaving the little plot but felt that there would be others to till when the time was right.

				Frustrated with his lack of passion on every front, Seamus had sought out the organizers of the resistance. He pleaded that not enough was being done to fight off the oppressors and that he wanted to offer his help. By God, it had taken enough time to get those lazy fools off their backsides to give him the chance that he wanted. He was prepared to go anywhere, he said; do anything, he said.

				When the chance came, he couldn’t believe his luck. He was to go to England itself and down to the capital. London, with all its war-ravaged society lay in innocence waiting for his country’s revenge in the form of Seamus McConnell.

				He was so impatient to go, but the fools in Belfast couldn’t even find a suitable target for him to attack.

				For weeks and weeks, they argued about Buckingham Palace, Windsor Castle, even the Oxford Circus underground station. Then they decided that St. Paul’s Cathedral would be the target that would give credence to their cause. Seamus was not happy about that one. It may be a Protestant Cathedral but it was still a house of God. He wanted no part of it. After all, St. Paul’s had survived the horrors of the blitzkrieg and there was some omen about that. He was not going to chance his frail arm against such a strong talisman.

				It was only after looking through some old Illustrated London News magazines at the barbers one Saturday morning that he suddenly found the target. He had wanted something that would symbolize the destruction of power for the English and there it was staring at him—a power station, one of the biggest in the land—Battersea Power Station. It was the perfect target, and it would not be as guarded as all the other targets that the crazies had fancied.

				He read the article about what a miracle of modern science this huge place was and realized that it was exactly the sort of target that would bring the Irish people’s cause to the public eye. A few well placed charges of dynamite would blow the works into enough disorder and confusion that London would be without its generating abilities for many months to come. After all, spare parts would be hard to come by with a war on even assuming that there were maintenance men able to fit and commission them.

				He had learned his skills with explosives from his father, who had worked at both a quarry and a mine. He would never forget the very first time that Paddy McConnell took him down the shaft and he saw the reverence that the other men showed to both of them. He was not afraid of the explosives because his dad told him that it was easy, provided you were very, very careful. Alone below the surface, he watched as the small charges were placed to open up a stubborn seam.

				Unfortunately there was not enough time for Paddy McConnell to pass on the knowledge to his son. Rushed into the Union’s nursing home at forty-five. Paddy coughed out his last remaining days with emphysema. Like many before him, he succumbed to a lifetime of breathing coal dust and poisonous air and also an addiction for strong naval cigarettes.

				Shaking off the thoughts of the past, Seamus McConnell trudged up the road past the Adelphi Hotel which was still trying to affect an air of sophistication despite its bleak surroundings. He was surprised to see the extent of the bomb damage. Somehow, he had never realized that it would be like this. Of course, the shipyard of Harland and Wolfe in Belfast had seen some action from the Luftwaffe but the houses round about were relatively unscathed. Here, on the other hand, the wounds were deep and many.

				“Serves the bloody English right”, he thought as he continued on his way. However, he noticed that the people that he passed certainly did not have the arrogant look about them that he believed was the hallmark of the breed that he had come here to torment. If anything, they looked very like their counterparts across the Irish Sea. They were tired and pinched looking as they gathered their thin clothes about them in the morning drizzle.

				“It’s a new start for you anyway, Seamus my lad”, he said to himself as he consulted the grubby piece of paper in his pocket and searched around for the Yates’s Wine Lodge that was to be his meeting point. His bosses across the water had given him very little help, but after an eternity of waiting, they begrudgingly came up with a contact. One Patrick Hoolihan, retired docker, who would give Seamus a last briefing on his arrival. After all, they implied, it was not exactly like going abroad, was it?

				There must have been a hundred Yates’s in Liverpool. There seemed to be one on every street corner, many of them with wooden slats up at the windows to cover up the broken glass sustained during the bombings. After several times thinking that he had found the right one, he finally walked across an intersection and saw the open door of the establishment he had come to visit.

				As he came through the entrance out of the morning gloom, he was not greeted with the sort of friendly atmosphere that was usual back home. This was a grim place indeed. A few wooden benches lined the scarred walls and the inmates had none of the jollity he would see in a “Flanagans” or “Paddy’s” in the Crumlin Road area. These people were all solitary drinkers; hunched over their glasses with a concentrated dedication that excluded any acknowledgment of others in the bar.

				He searched around and could not immediately see anyone wearing the brown hat that was the signal of recognition. At the end of the bar there was a small table with an extremely fat woman behind it. She looked as if she was made entirely of lard, much of it seeping out from the creases around her bulbous neck. She was scooping what looked like small fish from a jar onto little plates and then serving these to a small line of waiting customers.

				“Nasty place isn’t it?” A soft Dublin voice at his side whispered. He turned and saw a mischievous face smiling up at him. “You must be Seamus,” the little man in the brown pork pie hat continued. “Patsy Hoolihan at your service;” and he stuck out his hand. Seamus obviously looked guilty at such an open greeting in such a public place and Patsy steered him away from the table saying, “Don’t worry about our accents, young feller, there’s thousands of us here in Liverpool. The locals even talk like us most of the time. But let’s get out of this place and go to a proper pub. I could never get the hang of Yates’s. It’s just a place for drunks and alkies.”

				On their way out into the street, at Seamus’ request Patsy explained about the plates of small fishes. “They’re sardines in oil.” He explained. “The regulars eat them to put a lining on their stomachs, then they can drink even more of the sherries and ports that they like. They give you a hell of thirst too so there’s no charge. I think that’s what you call marketing”.

				As they turned up their collars against the rain and sauntered along like regular Liverpudlians, Patsy continued with his tourist update. “It was originally a high class establishment for the supply of fortified wines to the gentry, but now Yates’s has sunk to the bottom of the licensing barrel. Since the war started their choice of offerings to their clientele is the worst form of rotgut. I never touch it”.

				They walked along the road for a while and entered a pub called The Volunteer. This was more in line with Seamus’s idea of a British Pub. Although the people inside were of a similar type to the customers he had seen at Yates’s, there was at least an air of friendliness and conversation going on. Not a great drinker, Seamus asked for a ginger beer which Patsy bought along with a pint of stout for himself at the bar and came over to the table they had chosen by the door.

				“So you’ve come over to land one for the old country, have you?” He didn’t seem to be taking things as seriously as Seamus felt he should. He was about to mention this when Paddy caught sight of someone over the other side of the room and started waving wildly. “Don’t take too much notice of me, young feller; I’ve been here so many years that sometimes I forget whether I’m English or Irish. No, don’t be shocked. There’s not a lot of difference here really from the folks back home. Our quarrel is not with any of the folks that you run into in the street; it’s the Establishment that has caused all the problems for both sets of working people.

				“I came over here before the war and like you I wanted to make a contribution, but soon I realized that it was outside the control of any of us. Look around you, Lad, do you see any difference in the people?”

				Seamus had to admit that it was not the scene of plutocratic grandeur that he had expected. Still he had a mission and was determined to fulfill it. He told his congenial host as much, adding, “It’s also a new start for me as well you see”.

				“Well I suppose that’s alright then, as long as you’re sure about it. Let’s get down to brass tacks. You need to get a train here in Liverpool. I’ve bought you a ticket to Birmingham on the twelve thirty. It’s a slow train, so you can get plenty of rest.

				“When you get to Snow Street Station, you’ll have to walk over to New Street to catch the eight o’clock. You should have about an hour to walk the mile, so try and get a cup of tea en route. The eight o’clock will take two hours to reach Watford Junction. You get out there and walk down Clarendon Road to The Regency Guest House. I’ve drawn the directions down here for you. They’re expecting you and you can spend the night there. It’s clean and cheap and you’ll get a good breakfast in the morning.

				“Mrs. O’Reilly is looking after the local butcher’s physical needs, shall we say, and she gets all the kidneys and whale-meat sausages she wants. I’ve arranged payment for the room and you can stay there until lunchtime the next day. After that, you’re on your own. Go back to the station and present this ticket at the left luggage office. There’s a bicycle in storage there that will take you the rest of the way. It’s nothing special but I felt that with the change of trains and then a last run through the city by bike, there would be less chance of anybody learning of your plans even if one of your friends back home had a bellyful of Guinness and talked too wildly.

				“At the Carter Patterson office in Vauxhall, there’s a parcel for a Mr. J.J. Brown. That’s the dynamite. I hope you brought the detonators because they told me not to worry about that side”. Seamus smiled and touched the hem of his raincoat where he had spent several nights sewing each metal tube into the bottom of the supposedly rainproof garment. It was a claim that the manufacturers ought to agree was way outside the bounds of reality after this morning’s constant downpour.

				They talked of other subjects while Patsy finished his beer. Seamus found it rather pleasant to be sitting here in the warm pub knowing that finally in his life things were starting afresh for him. The drone of the other customers’ conversation was comforting and almost soporific.

				Abruptly with a last swallow, the little man stood up and put his hat back on. He handed Seamus the receipt for the bicycle and parcel, and a well worn A to Z map of London. Then they shook hands before Patsy went out into the morning damp. Seamus looked at his battered steel pocket watch and realized that there wasn’t much time before his journey began. The ginger beer was flat anyway so he saw no point in hanging around The Volunteer. Pushing through the swing doors he went off in the direction that Patsy Hoolihan had indicated.

				* * * *

				Patsy had seemed an enigma. Wasn’t an IRA man who had developed a fondness for the enemy some sort of military criminal? If so, Patsy had seemed to be totally unaware of it so Seamus saw no point in worrying about him now. After all he was about to leave his territory and head down South to make his own contribution to the struggle for a united Ireland.

				The train was a big snorting brute, oily and belching in its track of steel. The driver was sitting high up reading a folded up newspaper, seemingly unconcerned by the enormous dormant horsepower that waited his personal unleashing. The fireman was adding to the smell and noise of pent-up energy by shoveling coal into the boiler, and a cloud of escaping steam was enveloping the huge wheels. The carriage doors were all numbered 1, 2 or 3. Seamus correctly guessed this denoted the class of travel and chose a third class compartment to match his ticket. He pulled open the heavy door and climbed up into a compartment which was occupied by two nuns who were whispering in the far corner.

				Seamus regarded them as ideal traveling companions since they paid little attention to him. The carriage lurched into motion with the engine chugging out of the protective housing of the station and into the gray drizzle of the daylight.

				The journey was unending, or so it seemed to Seamus. He had nothing to read apart from a discarded paper that reported some tactical wins for the Allies in France. He dozed and ate a stale cheese sandwich from one of the station buffets during a brief stop. The countryside was green, and well cared for when they weren’t passing through industrial areas. The people at the stations were orderly and polite. There seemed to be not a trace of those characteristics that he had been expecting. No doubt they would appear once he arrived at the capital. But out here in the countryside, it all looked just like home. It made him feel a bit homesick, too. It was not for Colleen of course, but he did wonder if the kids were missing him and if things were already overgrowing in the allotment. Still, he made himself smile. After all, it was a new start and one had to expect a little loss on the way.

				Eventually, with a shudder, the train lurched into its final destination in the midland city of Birmingham. Seamus saw it was a black sprawling place with smoke-stained Gothic church spires and clanking factories. It was here that the rifles and bullets for the armies were manufactured, together with most of the mechanized transport that would chase Hitler’s troops out of occupied Europe and force him into the bunker in Berlin. But that was still many months away.

				When the train finally stopped, he stood to tug open the door. Nodding to the two nuns who sat primly in their seats, he swung down onto the uneven platform, lugging his small bag behind him. As he handed over the first of his railway tickets before leaving the station, he sought direction from the collector. It was about a mile, as Patsy Hoolihan had said, to the modern terminus of New Street, and he was glad to stretch his legs after the first half of his journey.

				It took no time to find the next vehicle for his southward journey. It was another smoking beast but this time painted in the maroon and black colors of the LMS line. As he sank into the uncut moquette comfort of the carriage he waited patiently for the start of the final leg. The train was bound for London’s Euston Station with stops at Luton and his destination, Watford Junction.

				The compartment was cold and he twisted around in his seat to try and preserve his own warmth. Outside the rain-streaked window there was little to see as lights were almost non-existent in the enforced blackout. Even the few motor cars that had some rationed petrol to spare were stumbling around with small slits for headlights, in an effort to avoid making targets of themselves for Field Marshall Goering’s marauding Stuka divebombers.

				At ten o’clock, after a long claustrophobic period in a tunnel, he arrived at the North London suburb of Watford and its junction station. He retrieved his bag from the string rack slung above the seat, slammed the heavy carriage door behind him, and went down the steps of the empty station. After locating the left luggage office where he was to retrieve the bicycle tomorrow, he went off into the night. Since it had finally stopped raining, it was a pleasant walk to the Regency guest house.

				He noticed that the houses here seemed larger and in better condition. Most of them had neat trimmed gardens behind low walls, many of which had stumps of railings. The upper parts had been removed at the start of hostilities in the nationwide search for iron for armaments.

				Mrs. O’Reilly opened the door herself on his first ring and Seamus had to admit that he envied the butcher, because she was quite a beauty. Despite her name though, she was no Irish woman. Obviously she had acquired this through marriage and decided to keep it after Mr. O’Reilly had departed her life—or even perhaps his life. Seamus wondered which, but realized that he would have to wait to find that fact out.

				She showed him to a small neat room upstairs and explained that breakfast would be from 7.00am to 9.00am and no later; the bathroom was down the hall and there was to be no noise after eleven o’clock at night. Seamus assured her that there would not be a peep out of him and bade her good night. His last conscious thoughts before he fell asleep were that he wished he had a couple of pounds of sausages with him instead of detonators. Mrs. O’Reilly would be quite a worthwhile target for one of Ireland’s finest. It wouldn’t do much good for the cause but it would be a hell of a morale booster for Seamus McConnell.

				He awoke to the sound of morning traffic and in particular the sound of milk bottles being banged around the front doorstep. As he peered out of the window, he saw a great big horse standing just a few feet below him, munching its way through a bag of hay attached to his head. His master was running up and down the street delivering milk and collecting the empty bottles. Seamus was struck by how much it reminded him of his own street in Ireland. Colleen would probably be experiencing a similar sight now if she could tear herself away from the dressing table mirror, he thought wryly.

				Spurred by the welcome smell of cooking, he rushed through his morning shave, nicking himself in the process, in order to get downstairs as soon as possible. The plateful of food would have delighted a starving man. It was enormous. The butcher obviously received bountiful favors from the gorgeous Mrs. O’Reilly, because he kept his paramour well stocked with bacon, kidneys, liver and even a steak which was all heaped on the big white china plate alongside a mound of scrambled eggs.

				Seamus was obviously the last to dine in the house. It was, after all, nearly nine o’clock. Mrs. O’Reilly decided to pour a cup of tea and sit with her short-term guest during his breakfast. She had the complexion of a true country girl with soft brown eyes, but there was an air of sophistication about her that made Seamus a little wary. She chattered about this and that and made no secret of the fact that Mr. O’Reilly had gone away many years previously and “Good riddance.” When she asked Seamus what he did, he mumbled that he was starting out anew, avoiding a more complete reply by wolfing down mouthfuls of food,

				Seamus noticed that the house was very clean and neat, but outside he could see that the small garden was over-run with weeds. Mrs. O’Reilly, or Betty as her friends apparently called her, noticed the direction of his gaze and said that unfortunately her back played her up and the garden was beyond her. In reply, Seamus said that it was a pity that he was going so soon because he was a bit of a wonder with the soil, and he could have fixed it up in no time.

				There was a sort of yearning glance from Betty at that, and she looked at him with a direct stare that made him feel decidedly awkward. She was really pretty and under the outer layer of sophistication there was an aura of vulnerability about her. He realized he was gaping and to cover his embarrassment he took out his pocket watch and clumsily said, “Well, er, I must be off’ and left the table with profuse thanks for such a hearty meal.
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