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    1

    The Chase


  


  “Woohoo! Yeah!” Leaning into the gradual left hander at this speed, I just couldn’t keep it in. Straightening up with the road, keeping on the power - smooth as you like.


  Motorbikes - the only way to travel! I gave a quick check on the speedo as I pass the 30 mph speed limit sign. The needle confirms what I already know - I’m doing 60 mph.


  “Easy there, Sean, calm down while going through the town.”


  As I’m cajoling myself into letting the throttle grip back a few degrees, I am also gradually, almost sneakily (as if trying to hide it from myself) applying some brakes.


  By the time I reach the main street I’m down to 45, which is slow enough for me. I consider myself totally in control whenever I’m less than 20 mph above the speed limit and therefore not likely to have my first crash.


  Five years enjoying motorbikes and I have not had a single crash; no wonder I’m so cocky when on two wheels.


  “Whoa, watch it missus,” I yell. Suddenly I’m hard on the brakes, beeping the horn and banging down through the gears as some old woman just pulls out of her parking space into my path. She jams on her brakes in a panic and comes to a halt with just enough space for me to swerve past on her driver’s side without crossing onto the wrong side of the road. After utilising all of my braking power, I’m only doing about 15 mph as I pass her. I came to a full stop in front of her, put my left foot down to steady myself, and looked back, giving her a stern glance. This had the desired effect and she, in a browbeating fashion, hid her face behind the top of her steering wheel.


  I’m certain that she will be sure to look in her mirror the next time!


  As I face forwards, pull in the clutch and tap the bike into gear, I see the Garda bike up the street on the right for the first time. Its rider is standing beside it, staring straight at me and doesn’t look impressed by what she has just witnessed. She beckons for me to pull in beside her which infuriates me.


  It’s just typical that some doddery auld one nearly knocks me off my bike because of her lack of awareness and, despite saving the situation with appropriate reactions, I’m the one that is going to receive a telling off. To hell with that!


  I ease the bike forward as if I’m going to comply, but at the last second I wind the throttle full open and shoot past her, gesturing with my left hand in a similar gesture to the one that she had beckoned me with, as if returning a salutation.


  I didn’t get too far before I caught the first glimpse of a flashing blue light in my mirror. It was time to make up my mind: either stop or run. Normally I would stop without hesitation but a combination of adrenalin after the fright and righteous indignation made me decide differently. With that, I opted to run and I nailed it!


  The traffic along Main Street in Ballinasloe was heavy and slow moving but I made good progress, watching for gaps and then taking them, employing some pretty deft throttle, clutch and brake control in the process.


  I was gaining ground on my pursuer, but not much. Since all of the traffic consisted of cars, she never lost sight of me. Not one van, bus, truck or even a tractor could I overtake to be out of her sight for enough valuable seconds to slam on the brakes and duck down a side street to make good my escape.


  No such opportunity arose before I left town and the next thing I knew, I was heading west on the main road to Galway, a bigger, faster road on which I was going to have to do silly speed to shake her off.


  I knew that my Honda CB500 had an extra 10 mph top end speed on her older Kawasaki GT550, but that was never going to be enough to lose her. I had to out-smart and out-manoeuvre her. It was fortunate for me that I knew this stretch of road like the back of my hand, being such a regular visitor to Galway and all.


  The cars were moving fairly fast as we left town, leaving bigger gaps between them, which made it easier but also more dangerous for bikes to get past.


  I was at full throttle in top gear, dodging into gaps and then swinging out of them across the dividing line without braking, despite the occasional oncoming traffic. This was possible because there was plenty of space either side of the centre line for a bike.


  All of the motorists coming the other way that swerved did so unnecessarily.


  My heart was beating like a jackhammer in my chest, my eyes were bulging with concentration and it seemed as if adrenalin flowed through my veins instead of blood. What I was doing was stupid and risky but it excited me so much that I could taste it!


  I was doing approximately 100 mph when I noticed a tractor about a quarter of a mile ahead, moving the same direction as I was, approaching a gradual right hand bend. There were three cars bunched up behind it, condemned to crawl along at the same speed as the tractor until they could pass. Even though there was no visible oncoming traffic, none of the cars made an attempt to pass. In an instant I deduced that there was something coming the other way that I couldn’t yet see because of the bend in the road.


  I eased off the throttle, applied the brakes a little and dropped down a gear, constantly aware of the approaching flashing light in my mirror. I had almost caught up with the back of the entourage and could see the clear road in front of the tractor when it came into view.


  It was an articulated lorry heading east, probably bound for Dublin and it was only a couple of hundred yards from the front of the tractor. Both of these vehicles were considerably wider than cars and there was no guarantee that there would be enough space for a bike to fit between them as they passed each other. Once more, I had to make up my mind. If I slowed down behind the cars I would be caught for sure, but if I made it through the gap, I would have an excellent chance to make the next left turn without being seen by my pursuer. A debate raged in my head, which in real time would have lasted about an eighth of a second.


  “Go. No, yes. Yes, go, go, GO!”


  The final decision came as I had been calculating the speed of the lorry for the half second or so that it had been in view and something in my head had reckoned that it was worth risking my life for.


  I went for it, dropping down another gear for added acceleration and then wrenching the throttle full open. The engine screamed like a siren and the bike took off like a rocket as I swerved out and passed the back car. There was no going back now.


  The oncoming monster loomed ever larger as I passed the middle and front cars, moving back up a gear with the quickest of flicks of the wrist on the throttle and the gentlest of touches on the clutch. The lorry driver flashed his lights because I’m pretty sure he was convinced that he was going to kill me, but I made it past the tractor and leaned in front of it with maybe a quarter of a second to spare.


  “Yes!” I exclaimed with glee triumphantly as the long line of traffic following the lorry came into view. I would be sure to get a chance to turn left unseen by my pursuer as she waited to get past that lot. The lay of the road even chipped in to assist me, with several bends in succession ahead.


  I decided to take the second left turn off the main road instead of the first, allowing for her training to predict my plan of action. The second left turn was little more than a dirt track. I had never driven on it before and had no idea where it went to, but hoped that it would aid me in getting away from her.


  My back wheel stepped out on me as I flung my machine low and hard onto the poor surface, demanding some astute correctional moves to stop me from losing it altogether. Another surge of adrenalin erupted within me as I straightened up the bike, eased off the throttle and dropped down two gears to a speed more appropriate for this surface while all the time with one eye searching the mirrors for the reappearance of that cursed blue light.


  And there it was! It was just the merest wink of one flash barely noticeable through the cloud of dust raised by my bike, but it definitely did pass the turn off that I had taken. She had carried on straight where I had turned. The garda fell for it!


  “Yeehaw!!” I exclaimed as I stood on my footrests and jubilantly punched the air with my left hand. “Who’s the daddy? Who’s the man? I am!”


  I replaced my left hand on the handlebars but remained in a standing position as I rolled along doing about 45 mph.


  “What a man, what a man, what a mighty fine maa-an.” I sang, while victoriously swaying my bike in rhythm with my “sexy song”.


  At this stage I was giving my hips a wiggle, still standing on my pegs, rolling along on this little track with the machine swaying in perfect rhythm with me. I must have looked like a right nutcase, but I didn’t care. I was so busy throwing bouquets at myself that I was slow to notice the dust being raised by an oncoming vehicle approaching from around the right hand bend ahead.


  “Steady on, hot shot,” I muttered, calming down from the elation of being me at that moment to sit on my machine and slow down a little more before meeting whatever was coming, easing myself over to the left as safely possible as one should on small country roads. I was happy to see that the approaching vehicle was also a bike.


  I was just about to wave, as all bikes did to each other in these parts (not like Dublin!) when I realised to my horror that it was a Garda bike.


  “No way, it couldn’t be....how could...?”


  It could and it was her! I found out later that the road I had taken was horseshoe-shaped; unknown to me, but not to her. She had seen me turn left and used her superior knowledge of the area to trap me. I never stood a chance!


  As my muddled brain tried to comprehend how somebody I had left behind had ended up in front of me, she used the couple of valuable seconds gained to act magnificently.


  She threw her machine hard to the right, wrenching her handlebars to her left and slamming on her back brake at the same time. The net effect of all this was that she ended up sliding towards me sideways, blocking most of the narrow road in a way that chilled me to the bone. By the time I managed to react it was too late.


  I slammed on both brakes, making both wheels skid, and swung my bike hard to the right, hoping to then swing left and squeeze between the back of her bike and the ditch. There was too much momentum towards a collision for my efforts to be fruitful. My front wheel managed to miss the back of her machine, but when I swung left to avoid running into the ditch, my frame collided with her exhaust pipe.


  I was lucky that the part of my frame that hit her bike was just behind my left foot.


  If my foot had become trapped between the two colliding bikes, I would surely have picked up a nasty injury, despite my feet being clad in high quality motorbike boots.


  There was no damage to my bike, but the flimsier metal of her exhaust pipe was dented where it hit the sturdier metal of my frame.


  The effect of the collision was to straighten up my machine and for a split second I thought that I was going to scrape along the top of the ditch and save my bike from falling into it, but my front wheel ran over a patch where there was just air under the grass, slipped downwards and all hope of saving it was lost.


  As the bike fell into the ditch, I managed to get my left foot onto the grass at road level and push myself upwards with as much force as I could, resulting in me remaining at road level while the bike fell out from under me.


  This left me with most of my weight in mid air over the ditch, but with forward momentum to help me rectify things. I twisted my body towards the road, still pushing as hard as possible on my now aching left foot. The left foot slipped under the forces acting on it and went into the ditch, but by then the right was in a position to find purchase at the edge, but only briefly due to me still moving forward.


  By the time the right foot slipped, however, most of my body weight had been manoeuvred to be over terra firma in such a way as to save me from falling into the ditch. The only problem was that both of my feet were over the ditch, condemning me to land arse first on the edge - hard!


  So there I am, sitting on a sore arse on the edge of the ditch looking down at my poor bike (which managed to stay upright, leaning against the bank of the ditch), cursing her to high heavens, when her first scream hit my ears.


  “What sort of a fucking eejit are you?”


  “Don’t you talk to me; look at what you did to my bike!”


  “I’ll do more than talk to you, you shithead. I’ll fucking arrest you for: dangerous driving; driving without due care and attention; speeding- and that one’s a fucking understatement; crossing a continuous white line-”


  “Where?”


  “Where you tried to commit suicide at that tractor back there!”


  “I didn’t cross the line, I stayed on the wrong side of it all the way!”


  At this stage, she’s over to me with her helmet off and I’m on my feet at the edge of the ditch with my helmet off looking straight into her eyes; her beautiful green eyes that lit up so much when she was impassioned.


  She gave me a hard slap across the face and it stung like hell! Mesmerised as I was, I failed to see her right hand lash out at me. The trajectory she opted for meant that I would have had to look to my side to see the slap coming, and I was too busy gazing into her eyes.


  “You, smart arsed bastard, you think you can mock the law just because we-”


  She stopped short, looking almost confused. The end of her sentence did not fit her mood and her anger ground to a halt. Her whole visage softened as what we were did a few laps around her head.


  Her glare changed to a gaze, her eyebrows raised themselves gently and her voluptuous lips parted ever so slightly as the anger tension seemed distinctly to drain out of her.


  My instincts kicked in immediately. The slightest of upward twitches for the left side of my mouth combined with a little voluntary closure of my left eye while my left hand touched my cheek much more gingerly than necessary accompanied by an over dramatic “ouch!” turned the woman into putty.


  “Oh, Sean, I’m sorry. It’s just that you have me all angry. It’s as if you have no respect for the job I do. You have to remember that when I’m wearing this uniform I’m a Garda first and your girlfriend second.”


  “So take off the uniform.”


  “Sean!”


  I decided to put her on the spot. “Tell me that you didn’t get a hell of a thrill out of that chase.”


  “I’m not paid to get thrills; my job is to protect the public and goddamit that’s what I’m going to do, even if it means protecting them from you!”


  “I was never a danger to anybody except myself.”


  “Speed is a danger for all road users! What if somebody carrying children swerved to avoid you? What if some old person was in the middle of the road on the blind side of one of those bends you sped around? What if...”


  “Look, Saoirse, I would have taken steps to avoid hitting anyone on the road. The unexpected happens all the time and I always react accordingly. I am always in control of my bike. Look at that incident back in the town for example.”


  “That was only an incident because you were going too fast.”


  “Bollocks! She pulled out when there was traffic coming. A lot of the time that would have led to a collision, but I was in control of my machine and reacted appropriately. In fact, the incident made the road a safer place because hopefully she learned from her mistake and won’t do it again.”


  “You were going too fast and nearly hit another motorist, Sean, and it’s my job, do you understand that, my job, to apprehend you and see that you’re brought to justice!”


  “You didn’t have to chase me if you didn’t want to. It’s not as if you don’t know where I live or anything.”


  “I did have to chase you. What do you expect me to do, stand there like a gobshite in front of the whole town - on duty, remember - while you come tearing in like a bat out of hell, nearly causing an accident, terrorising the poor woman in the process and then piss off, ignoring my signal to pull over?”


  “I thought you were just waving at me.”


  “Don’t fucking insult me!”


  “Alright, Okay, I’m sorry, honey. Will you give me a hand getting my bike out of the ditch?”


  “I’ll give you a hand when I’m finished with you. Do you know what speed you were doing back there on the main road? You were driving like a total madman! How do you think it makes me feel to see you risking your life like that?”


  “As a Garda or as my girlfriend?” I asked smartly.


  “As both, dickhead!” She threw an angry punch at me, which caught me square and hard on the right shoulder, sending me spinning backwards. I had to shift my right foot back and crouch to keep my balance because of the force of the blow.


  “Jesus Christ! Have you not bloody well injured me enough?”


  “Imagine how injured you’d be if you came off the bike at the speed you were doing back there, you gobshite!” She was very angry again, but this time fuelled by her concern for me.


  Her next token of affection was a left foot sidekick to my right thigh, followed by an attempted grab at the collar of my jacket, possibly aiming for some restraining procedure that she had learned in the academy. It was an attempted grab because I got a hold of her wrist before she had a chance to complete her move. I side-stepped quickly, despite the pain involved in doing so on a recently deadened leg, and wrenched her wrist in such a way as to add to the momentum of her move, but diverted past me and towards the ditch, spinning her also. The movement turned me also, as I followed through the force exerted on her arm, and I was facing the ditch just as she toppled into it.


  That’ll teach her to...aarrgh!


  Somehow, with amazing agility, she had managed to twist herself and grab a hold of my lower legs as she fell into the ditch, and had wrenched with enough force to take me off my feet, condemning me to the same disagreement with gravity that I had inflicted upon her.


  The pain of my already sore arse crashing onto the edge of the ditch once more got me just as fired up as she already was and before we knew it, we were grappling with full intensity in the ditch beside my bike.


  Her training and agility stood to her, but I was physically stronger and had longer arms, which proved to be too much for Saoirse.


  After much exertion we ended up lying on our sides facing each other, but with her lying on her right arm at a huge disadvantage, since both of my arms were free. I held her left arm in my right and pushed her face against my back tyre with my left while dodging the many kicks that she threw at me and pressing my body weight against her to make sure that her flustered wriggling didn’t succeed in freeing her.


  Then, after one of her left foot kicks came really close to connecting with my jaw, I managed to wrap my right leg around her left and it was game over. She still struggled but to no avail.


  “I’m only asking your help,” I managed to force the words despite her furious efforts. “To undo the damage that you caused!”


  As her convulsions eased, so did my grip. Before long she was totally free to move, but just lay there breathless, returning my gaze as I also gulped air to repay the deficit owed to my body due to the exertion. I had never seen a more desirable woman in my life.


  Of course, we melted into a passionate embrace. The embrace became more passionate and I started undressing her.


  “No, wait, Sean, stop!”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “This isn’t right. I’m a garda on duty!”


  “Saoirse, we’re in a ditch in the middle of nowhere with an opportunity for the most passionate sex of our lives. Look at me, I’m shaking like a leaf! I never wanted any one as much in my life as I want you now, and I know that you’re turned on too. C’mon, baby, it’d only be a quickie too. I am way too turned on to last very long.”


  “I’m not saying that it wouldn’t be great-”


  “So let’s go!”


  “It’s a question of respect for my profession and the oath that I swore to this uniform.”


  “Aww, Saoirse,” I replied, utterly disappointed.


  “Besides, if we got caught you’d be arrested and I’d be fired, and even if we didn’t I would feel as if I betrayed my duty. You know how important my job is to me, sweetheart.”


  “Yeah, I s’pose,” I said like a sulking child.


  “Besides, you must be dead late for work,” she said, attempting to change the subject.


  “Western Technologies will still be there when I do get back.”


  “I’ll make it up to you later.”


  “I know you will!”


  “Your place at seven?”


  “Okay.”


  “Right, we’re going to need a plank or something.”


  “What the hell have you got in mind?”


  “Getting your bike out of this ditch, dopey!”


  “Oh, yeah, the bike.”


  We ended up settling for some dead old branches that we found in the area, lining them up at an angle along a sloping part of the ditch’s bank to give the tyres something to grip on, to help us get the bike back on the road. Then we fired up the engine, with her pushing at the front and throttling the machine and me at the back pushing the grabrail (the handle that passengers hold onto).


  With the combined effort of the two of us and the engine, in a matter of minutes, we had the bike where it belonged, though my clothes ended up being dirtied by the muck that the back wheel sprayed when it was between branches.


  “Okay, time for me to get going.”


  Again, she looked all sexy and breathless.


  “See you this evening, sweetness. I’m counting the minutes.”


  “Later, hotshot, and drive carefully!”


  “As always. My kind of careful! C’mere you.”


  The long, lingering, loving kiss was as sweet as any we ever had. She broke away reluctantly and made her way back to her cop bike.


  “Saoirse.”


  She looked unbelievably sexy as she turned her head but kept walking.


  “I hate to see you go, but I love watching you walk away.”


  “Sweet talker!” she roared and mounted her machine.


  “I love you,” I told her as she put her helmet on.


  “I love you too- when I’m not on duty.”


  She fired up her engine, turned to look at me, gave me a slow, sexy wink then revved up and was gone. Gone to protect the public that she was so committed to.


  Protecting the public with the trade mark lightning shaped emblem of the Bridgestone Battlaxe, the tyre on my back wheel, emblazoned on her sweet cheek like a little pink tattoo.


  I made a mental note to myself not to use so much force the next time I had the occasion to press my girlfriend’s face against my back tyre and set off after her, grinning.


  
    
      2

      The Damage


    


    I was in great form that afternoon. The chase had pumped me full of adrenalin and the grappling had me as horny as hell. My mind was totally occupied with what I was going to do to my wonderful lady when I got my hands on her and how much she was going to love it. I felt truly privileged to be so in love and also to have such a source of excitement all wrapped up in such a fantastic girlfriend.


    How many bikers are lucky enough to have a woman in their lives that has the skill and training to out-drive them on two wheels? Not very many I would think.


    And speaking of training, Saoirse’s martial arts expertise made for some pretty special bedroom rough stuff, and she was tough enough to be thrown as well as to throw about. Not that I ever got the better of her when she felt like a bit of rough and tumble (being the gentleman that I am, physical foreplay must be initiated by the girl). She out-roughed and out-tumbled me every time.


    There was just that one time that I had my left arm across her shoulders and managed to get my right arm behind her knees to lift her and throw her with all my strength. I threw her onto the bed, of course, but there was too much force involved and she bounced up – limbs flailing wildly – and off the other side of the bed to land awkwardly on the floor with a crump and a yelp. I felt terrible and was straight over to help and comfort her. She was just a little winded – nothing to a tough chick like her – and we ended up having some gentle, caring sex in lieu of the physical, aggressive fuck that we had set out for…all good!


    It was hitting on four that afternoon and the shrill ring of the phone on my desk startled me out of my inner reverie. Mr Murray, aka “the big boss”, wanted to see me in his office straight away.


    Being so in love with Saoirse, my first reaction to her surprise presence in Murray’s office was delight. This joy was only replaced by concern after she lowered her eyes to the floor to avoid meeting my gaze, the lightning design mark of my tyre just going that little bit redder than the rest of her complexion.


    My concerns were multiplied when I realised that she was accompanied by Sergeant Fynes, who had no problem meeting my gaze and sternly matching eye contact until I weakly turned to my boss for some sort of explanation.


    “Sean, this is Sergeant Fynes and you know Garda Murphy.”


    “Of course I do, we’re a couple. What’s going on, Saoirse?”


    “You talk to me, boy, I’m the senior garda here and you’re in trouble.” Fynes butted in.


    “What sort of trouble?”


    “Speeding, reckless driving, driving without due care and attention, damaging Garda property and assaulting a garda.”


    “Saoirse?”


    “Garda Murphy has already tried to protect you, Mister Flanagan, but has been persuaded to tell the truth about events, some of which I witnessed myself on my way to work, leading to the damage done to the Garda vehicle that pursued yours as you endangered the lives of the public and the assault on Garda Murphy, which left her with the visible injury to her face.”


    “That’ll be gone tomorrow. Look, I was just having a bit of fun.”


    “The graveyards are full of people that would say the exact words if they had any breath to say them with,” Fynes said in an unimpressed tone.


    “Saoirse, can I see you alone for a moment, please?”


    “Everything you have to say can be said to the senior garda here, Mr Flanagan. You talk to me.” His tone was harsh, like that of an outraged headmaster.


    “Saoirse, remember the way you told me that Fynes creeps you and the other female gardaí out by the lecherous way that he speaks to you and looks at you and how it’s strange that a man of his age in his position still hasn’t managed to get a wife yet? Well, I understand that to be the real reason that you were dragged in here this afternoon and I don’t hold you to blame for anything that this lonely, old wanker does to me out of jealousy. The most important thing for us is that we don’t let this come between us. Stuff like this tends to strengthen the bond between couples.”


    “Garda Murphy knows that gardaí have to be extra careful who they associate with in their private lives and that bad decisions can have a very negative effect on their careers. Mr Murray is also aware that it is frowned upon to employ such a menace to society as you have proven yourself to be today. You will be very lucky if your actions don’t land you in prison.”


    “Mr Murray needn’t worry – I quit, effective immediately. The only reason that I am lucky is because of the woman that I share my life with. Saoirse?”


    When she finally spoke her voice was weaker and shakier than I had ever heard it before, but the words demolished me completely – leaving me on the brink of tears with nothing inside me except searing regret for everything that had happened that day, from taking the chase to showing up Fynes, to quitting my job.


    “Sean, I have wanted to be a garda since I was a little girl. I’m sorry.”


    “No, no, don’t say that; don’t let him take you away from me. Don’t let the lonely, old creep destroy something so wonderful.”


    “It’s time we were going, Garda Murphy.” Fynes said forcefully.


    “Saoirse, please!”


    “I’m sorry, Sean.”


    And then she was gone, and all of my dreams and hopes of happiness went with her.


    I went back to my desk like a boxer who had just gone 15 rounds might go back to his dressing room. I was battered. After an indeterminate amount of time just sitting there numb, I managed to pick up the phone and call my friend, Eoin.


    Eoin, who had married his childhood sweetheart, Marie two months previously, was a chartered accountant who had recently bought a three bedroom semi in Lucan on the outskirts of Dublin.


    During an emotional phone call, when I broke down in tears several times, I persuaded Eoin to come to Ballinasloe in his car the following Saturday to collect me and my stuff and allow me to move into the spare room of his house. I was moving back to Dublin to heal myself.


    I had to get out of Ballinasloe to suffer what I knew lay ahead of me. It was just too small a town for a man to go through a broken heart in. There wasn’t a pub or restaurant in the town that I hadn’t been to with Saoirse; I would be forever haunted by the memories of previous happiness every place we went to in Ballinasloe. It was time to leave and besides, I had a promise to keep.


    A promise I had made to Saoirse in bed one glorious, sex-filled wet Sunday morning, when I was feeling ready and able and had already started fishing for my next shag.


    “I’m never going to be a burden to you, my love.” I said.


    “What makes you say that, darling?”


    “My desire to never have a negative effect on your life, no matter what.”


    “You’re so deep, Sean.” she answered, staring deep into my eyes.


    “Seriously, if you ever dump me I will make it easy for you. No calling around to your place drunk, crying and begging, no mat ter how much I want to. I will allow myself one letter begging you to change your mind and come back to me. Apart from posting that letter I will make no other attempt to contact you.”


    “That’s sweet, Sean, but I’m not going to dump you.”


    “You are so mind numbingly beautiful. Say that you’re not going to dump me again.”


    “I’m not going to dump you again!”


    “D’you wanna know something else?”


    “Yes,” she said, quite eager to hear what I was about to tell her.


    “I’ve got a lollipop under the duvet for you.”


    “Ooh, Sean!” she said, giggling like a little schoolgirl.


    The letter! Thinking about the begging letter filled me full of hope. It could well work. It had to work. I was going to spend every waking moment between now and Saturday creating a masterpiece of literary persuasion that was going to inspire her to tell that evil sergeant that she couldn’t live without me and call his bluff on what I would convince her was an empty threat about the detrimental effect on her career that seeing me would have. The letter could fix everything.


    When Eoin called to the flat on Saturday, I was a mere shadow of the friend that he had last seen on his wedding day. I was pale, gaunt and hungover and on the point of bursting into tears whenever I wasn’t actually bursting into tears, which I did more than once whilst recounting my tale of woe to him.


    I was ready to go, though. I had sorted out the finances with the landlord and packed all of my belongings into boxes that would all fit in the car. The only thing that would be coming with me on the bike was the letter - enveloped, addressed and stamped – all ready for the post box. I could have posted it in town, but had decided to post it in Dublin to emphasise the fact that I had moved out of Ballinasloe which might, according to my broken hearted logic, help swing the decision in my favour.


    The air of poignancy involved in closing the door of a home behind you for the last time was magnified beyond bearing due to the misery of my current situation, contrasting the happiness that had been my life in this flat and my eyes were full of tears as I waved Eoin off.


    Then I went to Mulligan’s on the main street to have what was possibly going to be my last ever pint in Ballinasloe. There were a few reasons for me having a pint before following after Eoin. I needed a cure. I needed to pull myself together. The car needed a decent head start.


    In all the turmoil that was this wretch’s life this week, amidst all the loss and misery and uncertainty one thing was definite: when this wretch got on his bike and a good grip on the throttle with a long journey ahead of him, he was going to go fast.


    He was going to go extremely fucking fast!!!

  


  
    3

    First Contact

  


  I was glad that the stressed voice had told me to come in and see him at lunchtime. I had had a particularly wretched and lonely night that contained very little sleep and lots of “what if’s” and “maybe’s” and “please God’s”, as I tossed and turned and hoped and prayed for some way for my torment to end; from Saoirse seeing sense and coming back to meeting somebody even better (of course, my broken heart denied the existence of such a person on that one), to death by my own hands. It was such a sinking feeling of depression to have suicide as an option even though I knew that I would never kill myself; I’m too strong a person for that and I don’t have to dig down too far to find something to ignite a spark of optimism.


  Anyhow, today’s optimism was centred about something new that intrigued and scared me. Today I was going for a job as a motorbike courier. I had been half heartedly looking through the situations vacant section of the paper the previous day and had been surprised to see how many courier companies had advertisements looking for motorbikes to go and work for them. I had often wondered what it would be like to drive my bike for a living so, almost before I realised what I was doing, I replied to one of these adverts and made the appointment to go and see an abrupt individual called Aidan in a company called Lightning Couriers.


  I stayed in bed until eleven, glad not to have to face Eoin and Marie. They had been only too glad to put me up and had been great about it so far, but I couldn’t help feeling like an invader in their lovely home. I dragged my sorry arse out of bed and slogged through the routines of cleaning, feeding and dressing myself slowly, almost reluctantly, as if I’d just be better off lying in bed feeling sorry for myself today. This made things harder for me, as moping always does, and I felt as if I had been through a proper ordeal by the time I was ready to go at five past twelve. It was another ten minutes then unlocking and heating the engine of the bike (I religiously let my bike tick over with the choke on for a full five minutes after starting it each morning – an act which greatly improves the lifetime of the engine) and off with me through the myriad of new and half built houses that had been consistently sprawling from the back of the Foxhunter pub in Lucan for the previous decade or so.


  One thought occupied my mind as I joined the traffic on the last stretch of the N4, which were heading into town: “Where the hell is Lad Lane in Dublin 2?”


  I made my way to Stephen’s Green, found out that Lad Lane was a right hand turn under an archway off Baggot Street as you head away from the Green, found the archway, and then drove up and down the half mile lane three full times looking for Lightning House, the base of Lightning Couriers, without finding it. My blood was beginning to boil and I could feel panic setting in on the third journey towards Baggot Street at 12.55 pm.


  Lunchtime meant one o’clock and I didn’t want my potential future employer’s first impressions of me to be apologising for being late. As it was, I wasn’t too sure if I was cut out to be one of these couriers, they all seemed very rough to me. Then I saw a bashed up little motorbike that had been coming towards me turn right and disappear into a pedestrian gate, which was set in a large wooden gate leading onto Lad Lane. It seemed to be no more than the back garden entrance to one of the big houses on Fitzwilliam Square, but when I stopped to look in I saw a good sized two storey mews building with a motley collection of scruffy old motorbikes strewn loosely around the general area of the door. I had just found Lightning House.


  I manoeuvred my bike through the gap with little difficulty and parked it closer to the three cars that came into view rather than the other motorbikes that occupied the tarmac. It was as if those other bikes could contaminate mine and turn it into an unclean and abused working machine like them. They were covered in matt black paint or with camouflage paint jobs (in matt colours, of course), ripped saddles, broken or loose (if any) mirrors, snapped levers, stickers all over them with oil leaks all over the place. Bungees on practically every one of these machines performed various necessary functions – from kick-start return to brake pedal to holding saddles on to holding fairings on to actually holding the front pegs on the Honda CG125 that I had seen pull in before me (how uncomfortable that thing must have been to drive, terrified to put any weight on your feet). My bike definitely looked safer beside the cars.


  To say that I was nervous would be an understatement as I made my way towards the open door, not helped one little bit by the loud roar of raucous laughter that burst out from inside. Somebody was in the process of telling a joke.


  “And the Gizzard just stood there scratchin’ ‘is head.”


  More laughter followed.


  “I’ll scratch me fuckin’ head over that fuckin’ pizza, ye bollix,” came back from somewhere beyond the original voice. More laugher ensued.


  I took a deep breath and strode into the offices of Lightning Express for the first time.


  The first room I walked into was the canteen. It was a big musty room with a dingy old carpet and walls that used to be white in varying stages of chronic tobacco staining from a weak yellow up to a sickly light brown. A bare light bulb dangled from a filthy straggle of cord that was completely choked with dust clumps. To my right there was a door into a room in which I could see a figure in a business suit remove a tea bag from a cup and place it in a bin beside a sink. Further down this wall on the other side of a large laminated map of Dublin there was a hatch, approximately three feet square, through which I could hear the muffled noises of distant frenzy. There was another door facing me on the back wall beside a large window through which I could see what looked like a normal busy office with a lot of activity going on. An assortment of chairs - ranging from stark black stackable plastic chairs up to dilapidated office chairs that had begun life eons ago as smart office furniture -were strewn around a beat up old table in no particular order.


  Five of these chairs had lunching couriers in them with another courier standing beside the hatch studying the map. Nobody paid any attention to me as I entered the canteen. This didn’t do my nerves any good whatsoever because now I was condemned to initiate dialogue with one of these dirty, scruffy abrupt individuals who seemed to be so intent on lavishing vulgar insults on each other, as to not give a damn whether I lived or died, much less care about my appointment with this Aidan individual.


  A small, round and particularly black faced individual at the table was continuing the line of amusement about “the Gizzard” scratching his head over a pizza belonging to a man named Ger.


  “Shouldn’t be too bad as long as it’s not a vegetarian pizza, ‘cos you’d be sure to have a few live things hoppin’ out of that fuckin’ mop an’ landin’ on yer pizza, an’ tha’d count as meat, Ger!”


  “ Ye’d find a wider range of life forms in those filthy ears of yours than in my hair, ye little fuckin’ maggot!” The Gizzard’s retort identifying him as the one with the big nose in the jacket that was about ten years old and seemed to be held together with strips of black duct tape.


  “There’s no fucker goin’ to be comin’ near this fuckin’ pizza wi’ any fuckin’ life forms, yis shower o’ cunts! Now fuck off, the fuckin’ lot of yez an’ let me eat me bi’ o’ fuckin’ lunch in peace.”


  Now I knew which one Ger was also – he was the little angry one with the scar on his face that looked as if he’d bite your nose off if you annoyed him.


  “You fuckin’ started on me over that time ye hid me bike, ye stressed ou’ little fuck!” the Gizzard roared at Ger while facing him in a squaring off manner.


  I did not like the look of this one little bit and had already measured the distance between me and the door as two big leaping steps with no obstacles in between just in case I had to high tail it out of there.


  At this stage, I was beginning to think that the whole courier idea was a mistake as Ger got to his feet slowly and menacingly while snarling through gritted teeth.


  “I didn’t try to put you off yer fuckin’ lunch tho’, did I? You smelly piece of shit.”


  The Gizzard wasn’t backing down. “You pu’ everyone off their fuckin’ lunch all the time jus’ by fuckin’ walkin’ into the base, ye ugly little fuck!”


  I, on the other hand, had started backing towards the door.


  “You’re standin’ there as bold as brass wi’ tha’ fuckin’ monstrosity of a hooter pointin’ in front of ye like a fuckin’ weather vane for all to see an’ you have the sheer fuckin’ audacity to call me ugly. Look in the fuckin’ mirror, ye gobshite ye, an’ den call me fuckin’ names.”


  “Right, that’s it!” As the Gizzard roared he leapt over the corner of the table between him and Ger, arms widely outstretched to be certain to get a hold of some part of him. Ger had been a little slow to react, so the Gizzard found purchase with both of his hands and managed to drag Ger over the corner of the table and automatically off balance. At this stage I had decided to just get the hell out of there, away from this place never to return and to forget forever any notions of becoming a courier and having to mix with these animals. This was not for me.


  I was, however, mesmerised by the physical struggle and just eased myself out of range with my back to the wall and continued to look on as the Gizzard overpowered the wildly struggling Ger. I was terrified by what was going on in front of me and genuinely did fear for my safety; for all I knew, this was going to turn into an all out battle where I was liable to be attacked myself. Looking around the room to ascertain any threat of possible attack, I was surprised to see that none of the other couriers or the man in shirt sleeves seemed to be bothered by the struggle going on in front of them, seemingly more amused than threatened by what looked to me like a life or death struggle. What sort of people were these that could take something so dangerous and deadly in their stride? Definitely not my sort of people.


  “Who’s the daddy?” the Gizzard shouted.


  In the moments that I had been looking away, the Gizzard had manoeuvred Ger to be in front of him facing the same direction and had forced his torso flat on the table with his left hand while grabbing the waistband at the back of his leathers with the right one. As he roared, he mimicked sex with his victim, much to my surprise, and amazement.


  “Squeal like a pig, boy!”


  “Fu...ck off.” Ger’s words being broken by the effect of the elbows and back-heels he was wildly swinging at his assailant, who had little difficulty in dodging them.


  “We sure do have a lively one here, boys. I’m goin’ to have you good, boy!”


  “Go on, the Gizzard!” chirped the courier at the map.


  “Only in…your...wet…est dreams, you fag...got!” Ger was still struggling wildly, but seemed to be tiring. Seeing that they were only messing and not actually attempting to murder each other did calm my nerves and amusement took the place of fear as I gazed on. The Gizzard had decided he had had enough and spun his victim through 180 degrees (now he was facing me) and pushed him hard. I barely managed to side-step out of the way as he careered past me and hit the wall with a crunch just beside the door to the kitchen, narrowly missing the shirt sleeved figure that was by now in the doorway, armed with a steaming hot cup of tea.


  “Easy on there, lads, this is a Ralph Lauren shirt! Wreck the base if yez want, but mind the threads.”


  “You shut up, sales boy an’ ge’ ou’ an’ get some fuckin’ accounts for us so we might have some fuckin’ chance to make a decent fuckin’ wage.” roared the small round individual. This torrent of abuse shocked me, as I had naturally assumed that the man in business attire had been a boss of some sort.


  “Never sell during lunch, Ray. That’s counterproductive.”


  Now I had a name for the little scruff.


  “Counter bleedin’ wha’?” The courier at the map seemed to want to have a go at the salesman.


  “Counterproductive, doin’ more harm than good by bein’ unprofessional...these people don’t do business during lunch and they don’t appreciate it if a salesman tries to.”


  “What’s your excuse for the rest of the day?” This was the first statement from a slim built courier who had been eating a sandwich at the table up to now. The voice didn’t seem to suit the man, being a lot bigger and deeper than one would expect from such a slight individual. His face also had a lot of black on it. I remember wondering how some of them seemed to be a lot blacker in the face than others.


  “That’s not fair, Naoise; I’m a hard working rep’ that’s done loads of good for this company.”


  I made a mental note of this name also.


  “What’s the last account you got for us?”


  “Didn’t BWG drop for me last week!”


  “Never heard of them. Here, lads, anyone do any work for a crowd called BWG yet?”


  Nobody answered the Gizzard’s question.


  “Well, I don’t think they’ve actually used us yet, but they’re a great account: at least ten jobs a day. I’ll be ringing them after lunch.”


  “That’s not worth a shite – ye’d want to get yer arse off your office chair an’ go down an’ see the fuckers in person. Then they might fuckin’ start givin’ us some business.”


  This came from the final courier to speak who had remained at the table throughout the entire commotion. All of the couriers were now united in criticism of their sales rep, who buckled under the pressure. Mumbling something along the lines of “might just do that”, he scurried past me and the hatch and into the safe confines of the office area, followed by several jeering calls along the lines of “useless fuck” and “What do ye get fuckin’ paid for anyway?”


  My resolve not to become a courier, which had weakened considerably upon knowing that Ger and the Gizzard had only been messing with each other, was stronger than ever having witnessed such barbaric pack-like antagonism of somebody who, in my opinion, was only trying to do his job. I decided to slip away quietly and go back to the job that I had trained for and experienced at and never to let the notion of being a courier cross my mind again.


  “I haven’t forgotten abou’ me bleedin’ ruined lunch ya bollix ye – I’ll be gettin’ ye back for that one!” Ger was standing smack bang between me and the door delivering his malice to the Gizzard and when I turned to make my exit (just as he was speaking), I found myself face to face looking down at him with only inches between us. This had the exact opposite effect that I needed at that particular time. It got me noticed.


  “And what’s your story, clean boy?”


  These were the first words ever spoken to me by a courier (much to my amusement these days) and they scared the shit out of me. He still had the scowl on his face from spitting venom at the Gizzard and his voice kept the same volume level which was pretty terrifying at this proximity to him. There was also the fact that I was now the centre of attention of this pack of vicious animals and could well suffer the same fate as that poor salesman that I had just seen been ripped to shreds. There was genuine fear in my voice when I eventually managed to stammer my reply.


  “I...I...I’m here to, er see...Aidan,” I sounded so weak and vulnerable to myself that I was sure this pack of predators would pick up on it and I’d be an easy prey for them. It surprised me both that Ger was the only one to speak and what he said.


  “Through that hatch, you’ll see a fat bastard with serious skin problems that’s more than likely screamin’ at somebody. That’s him.”


  He might as well have been a doctor informing me that I didn’t have a terminal disease for the amount of relief that washed over me, taking my anxieties with it like a wave bringing seaweed back out to sea. As my shoulders dropped the foot or so with relief, I smiled and nodded my thanks to him, paused momentarily just in case somebody else was going to comment and then, relieved not to be of any interest to anybody, turned and made my way to the hatch. I was determined to fill out an application form and get out, never to return again.


  As I approached the hatch, the muffled noises that had been in the background became louder and clearer and more functional. The base room of a courier company is a hectic place at the best of times, never short of activity as the base controllers, telephonists, management and whatever other staff had business there did their very best to deal with the unique strains and pressures involved in the running of a courier company.


  The hatch itself consisted of a double wooden framed window on hinges that opened into the base room. One of these was half open with the other one bolted closed with a small bolt holding it via a hole in the blackened wooden ledge at the bottom of it. As I gingerly pushed the open window a little bit more, I realised that the figure seated closest to me fitted the vulgar description that I had received, right down to the screaming part, which he was doing down the phone.


  “You fuckin’ well told me tha’ the fuckin’ thing was on board twenty fuckin’ minutes ago, ye bollix! How the fuck am I meant to control wha’s goin on an’ make sure all yous cunts gets a decent bleedin’ wage when yez think yez can spoof me like tha’? D’ye think I’m some sor’ of gobshite or sum’in? D’you think ye can take the fuckin’ piss ou’ of me an’ fuckin’ ge’ away wi’ it?”


  There was the slightest of pauses to let the poor unfortunate at the other end begin to coordinate some sort of response before continuing in an even louder voice.


  “Well, ye fuckin’ well can’t! Bring yer bag and radio in in the mornin’. I’ve had enough crap off you.”


  As he slammed the phone down it dawned on me that “bring in your bag and radio” to a courier meant “you’re fired”. I didn’t want to talk to this angry little individual any more than I wanted to mingle with the animals behind me, but I couldn’t just walk away from the hatch now.


  “I...er...I...”


  “An’thin’ else goin’ Northside, Aidan?” The courier that had been at the map had practically climbed up my back to roar over my shoulder (and incidentally, directly into my ear) at this nasty little man that controlled these nasty dirty men.


  “Header on wi’ what ye have, Charlie,” replied Aidan without even looking towards the hatch. He was busy looking at the computer screen in front of him and repeatedly tapping one of the directional keys on his keyboard.


  “For fuck’s sake, man,” Charlie shouted in my ear again. “I only have bleedin’ two on me, can I give it another five?”


  This got Aidan to look at the hatch and then some. His glare felt as if it could melt steel. I caught more of it than this bad mannered, ignorant Charlie individual and the menace in his voice was calculated and very real as he roared.


  “I said fuckin’ header on an’ if you don’t want to do tha’ then you can hand in your bag an’ fuckin’ radio! I’ve just fired four Barry, an’ I’m in the rie fuckin’ mood for firin’ some other useless fuckers…rie?”


  “I was only fuckin’ askin’, ye prick.”


  “Are ye goin’ or wha’?”


  “You’re goin’ to get rightly battered some day, ye bag o’ shite, talking to people like tha’!”


  “By you, dickhead?”


  “Ye never know!”


  “One more chance to fuck off an’ get goin’ or else you’re fired an’ we’ll see if there’s any balls behind tha’ mou’.”


  Finally the pressure eased off my side and shoulder as this Charlie individual backed off. I leaned forward to introduce myself to Aidan, but he had returned his attention to his computer screen the instant his instructions had been followed.


  I was going to have to get his attention for myself.


  “I…er…I’m . . .”


  “Charlie!” bellowed Aidan.


  Charlie had been heading for the door when he heard himself being called and had automatically leapt for the hatch immediately. This meant that he had momentum this time and I would have been floored when he hit me if I hadn’t braced myself.


  I was outraged. This bad mannered shit had no damn right to barge past me like that. I was at the hatch, why the hell didn’t he just wait until I was finished?


  Charlie and I exchanged a serious glare with me holding my position at the hatch and him pushing against me to get to Aidan. I wasn’t budging to this sort of treatment no matter how much I was afraid of these fuckers.


  “Loughlan O’Reilly on Baggot Street‘ll give ye a special for Coke in Drogheda. Must be dropped by four, ring me wi’ a signature.”


  This seemed to cheer Charlie up no end. I guessed correctly that longer distance jobs paid better and that something classed as special would be worth more to the courier.


  “Nice one! I’ll be there abou’ half three if I’m not delayed. I’ll phone ye from there.”


  “Roger.” Aidan’s focus returned to the screen.


  “Excuse me,” I don’t ever remember my voice sounding so small to myself in my entire life, but Aidan turned to look at me anyway. “I was-”


  “Leanne from Loughlan O’Reilly on Line 3 looking for you.”


  The base controller who sat opposite Aidan, facing him with the two computers back to back covering the span of the table, was putting his phone into its cradle as he rudely interrupted me.


  Aidan picked up his phone, pushed the button with the light on and offered me nothing more than a direct view into his right ear. “Aidan here,” he stated abruptly in a get-this-done-as- quickly-as-possible manner on the phone.


  “Seven Mick” crackled from a little black box on my side of the counter that had a microphone attached.


  “Stand by one second, Seven …no go on, Leanne, I’m still here,” Aidan said speaking into the microphone and on the phone simultaneously.


  The box crackled again, “I’m in the treasury building and no one knows about a job for Tallaght. Can I have that contact name again please?”


  “Just one second, Leanne,” Aidan’s voice was dripping honey as he put his right hand firmly over the mouthpiece of the phone and leaned towards the microphone. I wondered how come he didn’t have to push a button to speak into the mike. I later found out that there was a pedal under the table connected to the mike which he was operating with his foot in order to keep both hands as free as possible.


  “What fuckin’ part of stand fuckin’ by do you not fuckin’ understand, ye fuckin gobshite, Seven? When I say stand by I mean stand fuckin’ by an’ don’t fuckin’ call me ‘cos I’m fuckin’ busy!” he roared at the top of his voice into the mike before leaning back, removing his hand from the phone and resuming with his customer service voice whilst lying unfalteringly to the client. “I’ve just been onto the courier, Leanne and he assures me that he will be there before half three barring a major catastrophe. He is fully aware, also, of how fragile your package is and he will treat it with great care…well, he is one of our most experienced couriers… of course he will. Bye, bye now,” Aidan placed the phone into the cradle. “You dumb, ugly stupid fuckin’ tart.”


  He had been typing on his keyboard as he had been getting rid of the customer. “Contact in treasury building is George in accounts, Seven,” he said unkindly into the mike.


  “Roger,” was the muted response from Seven Mick.


  “Aidan is a wanker,” came in a sing song high-pitched voice which was obviously being disguised to mask the identity of the man who dared defy this obnoxious individual.


  “Now I know six more people that you’re not, ye gobshite ye. I’ll get you some day!”


  “Yee hee hee.”


  As Aidan sat back exasperated, I realised that this was as good a chance as I was going to get.


  “I spoke to you on the phone yesterday about a job,” I blurted out, possibly a little too loudly for the current situation but it did the trick. I had his attention. I just wanted to get an application form and leave. There was no way on earth that I wanted a job where an ignorant pig like this one thought he had the right to speak down to me in the deplorable way I had heard him speak to three different couriers in the few minutes that I had been standing there.


  “Have you go’ experience?”


  “Er, no.”


  “Do ye know the city well?”


  “Er, sort of.”


  “What bike are ye drivin’?”


  “CB500.”


  “Insured?” he asked, his tone emotionless.


  “Yes.”


  “What’s yer name?”


  “Seán Flanagan.”


  He opened a drawer in his desk and proceeded to root around in it while giving me what felt like a well rehearsed speech that he had given many times before. It was similar to a policeman reading the prisoner his rights.


  “You better get yerself a map; I don’t have time to be givin’ ye directions all fuckin’ day. I want ye in every day, twenty pound bonus if ye radio in by nine every mornin’. Don’t act the bollix over the air, Channel Two is only for helpin’ ou’ wi’ directions an’ tha’ – nothin’ else!”


  I received the sternest of glares here as if it was a mortal sin to go against this rule in particular. There wasn’t much chance of this since I was reeling with shock at the fact that he appeared to be giving me a job, I hadn’t got a clue what Channel Two was and actually didn’t want to know if there was even the slightest chance that I would suffer the kind of retribution that this beast could dish out.


  I made some description of a reassuring face at him and he continued,


  “Be nice to the clients; if they treat you bad, come to me to complain, not them. Take your lid off where they’re fussy about it – you’re better off anyway. Always obey the eleventh commandment.” He left this sort of hang in the air while giving me a look of something akin to expectancy. I knew I was supposed to ask.


  “What’s the eleventh commandment?”


  “The eleventh commandment, lads.” Aidan shouted at the top of his voice to those behind me, who replied in a drab, less than enthusiastic but still uniform manner.


  “Thou shall not bullshit thine base controller.”


  This seemed to amuse Aidan. I distinctly remember thinking to myself that this was probably the most creative thing that this Neanderthal had ever come up with. I learned very quickly how wrong my judgment of him had been. His day was a constant juggling act between explaining to customers that what they thought they had been promised was impossible and trying to get couriers to do jobs which would end up with them getting less work because of it, while bullshitting about reasons why jobs were delayed and mixing wits with the wiliest of operators who would leave him high and dry in order to make more money or have an easier day for the same money. Then there was the business of the pressure of not having enough couriers to cover the work that needed doing landed on his lap and the stress involved in countless (and often needless) customer queries about the location of “their” courier. This was all intensified by couriers bullshitting and skiving off and he had to be on his toes from start to finish every second throughout to keep the whole thing from going pear shaped on him. This Neanderthal was actually an extremely sharp-witted individual who was expertly funny in his own uniquely cruel but very creative way.


  He found what he had been looking for in the deep desk drawer and produced it from therein with the air of a fisherman producing a fish from the water.


  “Gotcha! I knew I had one in here somewhere!” Dangling from his upraised left hand was a canvas holder that had a heavy-duty strap attached to each side of it that joined together in a loop via a toothed plastic length-adjusting buckle which was connected to one of the straps. It was obvious, even to me, that this holder contained a walkie-talkie radio and that it had been resurrected from the darkness for one purpose – to turn me into a courier.


  “Number One,” cackled the black box.


  “Go ahead, Vinno,” Aidan responded as he put the radio into his right hand and then handed it to me.


  “Dropped everythin’; grabbin’ a bite.”


  “Roger. See ya in a min.”


  “Roger. Anyone in the base want an’tin?”


  “Nah, we’re all sorted, thanks.”


  Whoever Vinno was, Aidan was decidedly nice to him. I wondered what was so special about him.


  “Rie, this is yer radio. Did you ever use one before? Okay well, ye lift up this flap here to ge’ a’ dese two switches.” He lifted a flap at the front of the holder that was approximately two inches square with Velcro around three sides. I could see the two dials on the top of the radio beside the aerial. I nodded in affirmation to him and he continued, “The first one is on-off and volume. Try to remember to turn down the radio when you’re in people’s offices - unless they’re delaying you ou’ o’ spite or stupidity or sum’in’ needless like tha’ – then blare the bastard and tell them it’s broke ‘n’ tha’ it won’t turn down. The next switch is for the channels. Channel One, which it’s on most of the time is me hearin’ you an’ you hearin’ me, nobody but me hears you, which is all you need, rie?”


  He made stern eye contact here. Whatever it was about these channels he was very serious about them. I put on a sombre face and nodded gravely as if I fully understood the gravity of the situation.


  “Channel Two is for couriers to help direct each other – nothin’ else! When you’re on Channel Two I can hear you and you can hear me but all the other couriers can hear you also. It’s supposed to make my job easier bu’ some gobshites use i’ to wreck my fuckin’ head.”


  I heard loud sniggers behind me.


  “An’ some gobshites even get fired for actin’ the bollix wi’ i’!” Aidan stated this loud and serious enough to bring a momentary hush to the room. “You’ll always be able to hear me once the radio is on; you just have to push this button to talk to me.” He turned the radio to the side where I could see that somebody had cut a thumb-sized hole to get at a flat grey button which was slightly smaller than the opening. I had no problem with that; my mind was still mostly occupied with wondering what sort of messing went on with Channel Two? Then it occurred to me. Since all other couriers could hear what was said when on Channel Two, a joker could have great fun screaming obscenities and the like on this channel to embarrass everybody.


  “Gis over a signature book, Frank,” Aidan barked across to the other base controller whose base had the vans and the pushbikes on it while Aidan controlled the motorbikes. Aidan dispatched approximately three times as many jobs on average as Frank and was logically enough the senior base controller. He was handed a small simple two ring clip folder that opened across the top to about A4 size and folded to fit comfortably into courier bag pouches. The rings held several pages, which had Lightning’s logo across the top, underneath which was space allotted for the courier to fill in the date, his name and his number. Under that, the page split into columns under the headings: Pick Up Address, Delivery Address, Signature, No. of Items, and Time.


  “Rie, ye fill in yer name and number here. Write down every job when I give it to ye – I haven’t go’ time to be fuckin’ repea’in’ mesself all fuckin’ day, rie?”


  “What’s my number?”


  “Er…yeah rie, fuck it! You take number four…that fucker Barry won’t be needin’ i’ anymore. Four Sean, that’s what ye’ll hear me call when I’m lookin’ for ye.”


  Oh, no, somebody else’s number! What if this Barry person that I heard him fire, takes it personally that I have his number? I knew nothing about this industry and was scared shitless of the people I had seen that were involved in it so far. For all I knew, having Barry’s number so shortly after him being fired was going to cause a whole world of hassle for me.


  “Okay. Here’s an application form for you to fill in and give to the girls in the office for their files. Address, insurance, next of kin, who to call in an emergency, all tha shi’e.” It all sounded very humdrum to him I was sure, but he was hitting home to me the fact that this was a job where there was every possibility that I could get myself smashed to pieces. My reluctance to become a courier was much stronger than ever before. The little voice in my head that had been telling me to just get out and run was not so little any more.


  “Just tell him you don’t want his job,” the little voice kept repeating.


  “Bu’ I’ll have ye ready to take work in two minutes here.”


  He was now typing at his keyboard while looking at the screen. I know that I intended to tell him that I had changed my mind and I even remember opening my mouth to do just that, but no sound came out. It seemed easier just to stand there and be mute and go with the flow, as he added me onto the database as one of his couriers. I took the proffered application form and signature book without opening my mouth (or, to be more literal about it, without closing my mouth).


  “Any courier bags over tha’ side, Frank?”


  “Er…just one of those old ones wi’ the big flaps…d’ye want i’?”


  “Yeah, rie give us i’ over.”


  An ancient plastic-coated canvas satchel was produced from the other side of the table and duly handed to me through the hatch. It was approximately two and a half feet across and maybe two deep with Velcro fastening all across the top. At the front there was an A4 sized pouch in the middle with a flap, which came half way down to fasten with Velcro. There was a high flap which went from the top of the bag (just behind the Velcro fastener) covering the opening and all the way down over the pouch to fasten (surprise, surprise with Velcro!) at the very bottom of the front of the bag.


  “Rie, Four Sean, you’re now a courier! Si’ down with the rest of the baboons until ye hear me callin’ ye. Yeah go ahead, Paddy.” And then he turned to his screen, microphone, phone etc. without any further explanations about how I should do this job. The expression, “in at the deep end”, did a few laps of my poor confused mind as I ambled awkwardly over to the table where my new workmates were talking about the most important thing in their lives – motorbikes.


  “Never known a bleedin’ chain to last so long on my bike!” Ger was excitedly explaining to the courier who had told the salesman to get his arse out of his office chair.


  “I’m tellin’ ye, X-ring is the way of the future.”


  “Yeah but you drive like a bleedin’ pussy – everything lasts longer on a bike when ye don’t have the balls to drive the fucker,” said the same small, round individual with the blackest face and biggest mouth.


  “Who the fuck asked you, Ray? Ye, fat little fuck. I’d out-balls and out-drive you any fuckin’ day of the week. Little bag o’ shite on yer fuckin’ Cary Grant. Talk to me when ye ge’ a real fuckin’ bike, ye little cunt.”


  Ray, as I now knew him to be called, just sat there grinning through the whole torrent of abuse as if he was delighted with the response he had provoked out of an already aggravated individual.


  “I’ve heard good things abou’ them X-rings meself,” said the little man with the big voice. “Bu’ they cost some fuckin’ serious amount of schilleros.”


  “But they save money, Naoise. Look, an X-ring costs about one an’ a half times wha’ an O-ring costs, or about’ twice wha’ a heavy duty chain costs, rie? But they last abou’ three times as long as an O-ring, which is about’ five times as long as a heavy duty, for twice the price! That’s fuckin’ value for money tha’ is!”


  “I don’t know about lastin’ three times as long as an O-ring,” said the last courier whose name I would later find out was John. “Where did ye ge’ those figures from?”


  “I worked i’ ou’ mesself, John!”


  “Like the constipated scientist,” Ray burst in enthusiastically, “worked i’ ou’ with a pencil!”


  Everybody, including me, giggled at that one before Ger continued with his explanation.


  “The last O-ring chain I put on needed adjustin’ after three thousand miles.”


  “How can you be so sure?” asked Naoise.


  “A little trick of mine. I have a notebook a’ home where I write the mileage off me clock beside everything I replace. I can tell yez exactly how long everything lasts on me bike,” He looked delighted with himself for being so clever and treated everybody to a large grin before resuming. “Anyway, this X-ring tha’ I go’ has been on the fuckin’ thing for the guts of ten thousand fuckin’ miles an’ I still haven’t fuckin’ had to tighten i’ ye’. It is a bi’ loose an’ I’m goin’ to give it a bi’ of a turn later on, but that’s at the very least three times as good as the O-ring!”


  “I’m impressed!” Naoise loudly imitated the geek off one of those American shopping channel TV shows that are shown in the early hours on television. Nobody else had anything to say on the matter – proving with their silence that Ger must be right.


  He had me sold, anyway, because I made a mental note to get one of those X-rings the next time I needed a chain.


  A rumbling, rolling thunder then took over all of our senses. Loose panes in the multi-squared window frame rattled as they were bombarded by battalions of engine orientated sound waves. Everybody turned instinctively to the window to see the single cylinder 500 CC Honda XBR with the extra loud pipe come to rest immediately outside. When the bike came to rest, the engine, instead of cutting off, revved up like crazy for a second before suddenly quietening completely and then... bang!


  A noise more like cannon fire than gunfire made me jump almost out of my skin. The reaction was intensified by the fact that where I was looking from, I saw flames shoot out of the exhaust pipe.


  Explosive noise plus flames in my mind was always serious trouble, so for the briefest of moments my imagination had this registered as some poor sod’s bike blowing up on him. This feeling only lasted about as long as the flames were visible and it sunk in quickly that whatever had happened had been done on purpose. This was my first experience of kill switch backfires.


  Kill switch backfires are backfires done on purpose using the kill switch (the engine cut-off switch situated beside the throttle on the handlebars). They are very easy to do, make lots of noise and are guaranteed to grab the attention of everybody within earshot. They are also very, very bad for the engine and have been directly responsible for the demise of many machines.


  All you have to do is to rev the engine hard while the bike is in neutral to build up piston momentum then flick the kill switch into the off position. Timing is essential here because the whole effect depends on how much pressure builds up inside the engine with the backlog of fuel and air that doesn’t ignite because the spark plug isn’t sparking (due to the kill switch being off). The next step is to flick the kill switch back on while revving the bike like crazy to cause the backfire. If this is done too soon there will only be a splutter, too late and the engine will not re-ignite but get the timing right and bang! Noise, fire and lots of attention. This man had certainly got his timing right and achieved the desired effect, aided by the fact that single cylinder machines are the most effective at this sort of tomfoolery and XBRs are quite possibly the best of the whole lot.


  “Numero-uno!” sang Ray loudly to herald this individual’s entrance, as if he didn’t have enough attention already. Numero uno – number one; this was the one called Vinno that Aidan had been nice to.


  He burst through the door, using his shoulder instead of his hand to open it, with the air of owning the place. As the helmet came off his head, he gave a quick nod towards the table where all eyes were still pointed at him before looking towards the hatch, knowing that Aidan’s head would be there to greet him.


  “They go mad in the office abou’ all tha’ bangin’ shi’e, Vinno!”


  “It’s not my fuckin’ fault tha’ the timin’ plays up on me bike – is i’?”


  “An’ the only fuckin’ place i’ plays up is outside here where the baboons can all ge’ a laugh ou’ of i’?” Aidan barked back.


  “Baboons? Wha’ fuckin’ baboons? You mean these?” He was over at the table now with his hand resting on John’s shoulder. You could have heard a pin drop as Vinno paused for effect. “Do you mean these men here?” The voice now much louder and deeper. “These men who risk their lives in that stinkin’ city,” Vinno gestured towards the window. “Every day of their working lives, sufferin’ every misery the weather can throw at them – being picked on by every pig and doin’ battle wi’ every scumbag taxi driver and cowardly bus driver to do the work tha’ brings in the money tha’ pays your fuckin’ wages. Is tha’ who you’re callin’ baboons?”


  I was fascinated. Vinno took a deep breath as he swept his raised right hand from pointing at the window to a spot on the wall past all of his workmates, engulfing all (even me) in both gesture and gaze, as his eyes followed suit. He held everybody’s unwavering attention as he regained eye contact with Aidan at the pinnacle of this breath. The atmosphere was electric. Every muscle in my body seemed to be flexed with the tension again.


  “Yes!”


  I didn’t understand how Aidan could be so calmly defiant after having a speech like that directed at him. Then to my utter amazement, Vinno just exhaled quickly, instantly releasing all of his own tension and replied mater-of-factly in his normal voice (which now sounded as if it was somebody else speaking because of the sudden change).


  “Yeah, I suppose you’re right – they do look and act like a bunch of fuckin’ monkeys.”


  That was the first time I heard Aidan’s unique chuckle, loud and hearty in a generous sort of way. “That speech gets better every time.”


  “One day ye’ll fuckin’ start lis’nin’ to i’!”


  “Dou’ tha’!”


  “Me too – and mores the pity!”


  There were grins all round and everybody was friends again. I was beginning to feel slightly more relaxed with the environment as it dawned on me that all of these characters were just buzzing off each other.


  Lots.


  “Vinno; Please don’t bang yer bike outside the office. Please!” Aidan implored.


  “Bu’ it’s fuckin’ lunchtime!”


  “The neighbours don’t like havin’ the shi’e scared ou’ o’ them any fuckin’ time!”


  “Yeah but zzmish zzmish wobba wing.” Vinno began the sentence facing Aidan but spun away from him lowering both his voice and his head (which directed his voice into the front of his shoulder: away from Aidan and muffled totally by his shoulder being between his voice and the hatch) to leave Aidan thinking that he had missed a point that didn’t exist.


  “Yeah bu’ wha’?”


  Vinno, now facing me, wiped the grin off his face before turning to the hatch once more and repeating the tactic even more brazenly.


  “And another thing,” Vinno performed the same trick again, “wuzzle nic nic usha doo.”


  I could see Aidan to the left of Vinno’s shoulder strain to hear and then react to him before realising that he was being had. I wondered if anybody else had noticed.


  “Yaaah! Ye gobshite ye!”


  They had. It was Ray, at the opposite side of the table to me, who had spotted Aidan falter past Vinno’s other shoulder.


  “Number one gets ye again! Gowan the Vinno!”


  Aidan seemed dejected as he weakly implored, “Remember, I said please!”


  I caught the expression that Vinno shot him because he did it over his right shoulder. It was a genuine, comforting, affirmative gaze accompanied by the barest of nods. It was enough for Aidan, who turned to answer his phone, which had been ringing in the background for the previous thirty seconds or so.


  Vinno fished a sandwich from his courier bag, placed it on the table and made for the kettle as normal conversation resumed in the canteen.


  “Okay! Three, Shay, three.” Aidan was on the phone and mike simultaneously again.


  I hung on every word that was said that lunchtime, sometimes straining to keep up with two separate but equally fascinating conversations on topics that seemed universal in this environment: bikes, women, Gardaí, wages, work, crashes, claims, pubs, taxi scum, football, stupid bitches in cars and so on. I was quite happy to sit quietly at my corner of the table and absorb all that went on around me, fascinated by the manner as well as the content as these colourful characters expressed their opinions and experiences with each one’s own original flair for expression. I had never before encountered such a highly strung group of people who had so much to say, who were so intent on saying it, and who delivered their respective rhetoric with such gusto.


  I also continued to relax more with the company of these rough, gruff individuals who flung insults and threats at each other so readily while, oddly enough, emitting an aura of camaraderie that I have never witnessed in any other company.


  It gradually dawned on me that there was no danger or hazard of any sort for me with these people, however loud or angry the situation became. I was very quickly beginning to feel at home with couriers.


  Every now and then Aidan would shout through the hatch for the next away whereby one of the couriers would approach him armed with signature book and pen. Everybody seemed to know exactly where they were in the queue because most of the time one individual alone went hopefully to his base controller unchallenged. I witnessed two exceptions to this routine during my first lunch break in Lightning. The first was when the Gizzard tried to jump ahead of John for no reason other than to wind him up, only backing down when it was pointed out to him that he would most likely earn more money that afternoon if he didn’t have to visit the “hoppo” to have a size nine Sidi motorbike boot removed from his arse. The second was a dispute between Naoise and Ray centring around the fact that Ray had arrived in the yard first but had stayed there having a smoke with Ger while Naoise came in behind him and got into the canteen first. It confused me at first why they stayed outside for a smoke instead of coming in because everybody who smoked did so in the canteen. I scolded my naivety when the penny finally dropped that they had been smoking a joint outside. Aidan sorted out the dispute by letting Naoise go first, quelling Ray’s protests by telling him that he was dopey enough at his job without getting stoned into the bargain and that if he forgot to pick up or drop off even one job that afternoon, he would be fired. This amazed me. Any job I had ever done before would have an employee fired on the spot for smoking dope or taking drugs of any sort while at work but here he just got a warning to do his job properly or else.


  As two o’clock approached and the number of couriers in the canteen systematically lessened, it looked more and more likely that I was going to have to engage in conversation with somebody before very long. This scared me, despite me feeling less threatened by the minute, because I had no idea what I could say to any of these men that would be of any interest to them. I was also becoming anxious because I knew that my turn for work was coming.


  Butterflies fluttered wildly in my stomach as the daunting task of going forth with bag and radio to do battle in that stinking city, as Vinno had put it, became ever closer and more real. I decided about nine times that I was not going to become a courier but didn’t make a single move out of my seat, with the image of me being a rabbit under the glare of a hungry snake being invoked by my own helplessness to act in my own good. There was only the Gizzard, Vinno and myself left, with the other two deep in conversation about how nasty the porno faggots were (it was not until the next day that I found out that Porno Faggots were motorbike traffic Gardaí, who gave couriers a particularly hard time), when the rolling thunder of a big bike once more distracted me from the proceedings.


  I was glad to see another courier come in, hopeful that he would delay my transformation into a courier that little bit longer, my nerves refusing to let me realise that I had my place in the queue and whoever came in after me would go out after me. I did consciously realise that the Gizzard was the only one left that had been in the room when I had arrived and that I was out after him but I think that I had subconsciously intended just to sit there and let other couriers answer the call next until there was no-one left, then sneak away quietly.


  The big trailie style BMW pulled up about as close to the front door as possible without actually going through it. In one fluent movement the courier that was driving it put the side stand down with his left foot, leaned the bike over to his left onto it and launched himself off the saddle. He seemed to land on the ground running, swerving around the protruding handlebar of his bike without even looking at it, and burst through the door raising up his helmet and loudly addressing Aidan as he was barely over the threshold. I had never before witnessed so many different actions being done with such efficiency and speed.


  He was half way across the room, had his base controller’s attention and was well into his explanation about this gobshite out in the airport who had delayed him for twenty minutes, in less time than it would have taken me just to put the stand down and get off the bike.


  He didn’t even take the helmet off his head, just pushed it up until the chinguard jammed on his forehead, leaving his face visible, his voice audible and his hands free. He spent about twenty seconds at the hatch talking to Aidan while shifting his weight hurriedly from one foot to the other as if in a dire need to visit the toilet. To say that this man gave the impression of being in a hurry would be a gross understatement; this man exuded such urgency that I couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything I could do to assist him. I saw an envelope being handed to him through the hatch. The minute he had it in his hands he started moving away from the hatch, simultaneously sliding the courier bag under his right arm to get it from back to front to put the envelope in, even though he hadn’t finished what he was saying to Aidan.


  “Yeah. Right. Okay – so I get these two on board then straight to Rathgar up to Terenure and then west. Keep us in mind if ye ge’ an’in on me rou’.”


  He was moving backwards towards the door, gesturing directionally with both hands as he made sure that his base controller knew his intended route should any calls come in within striking distance of him and raising his voice as he got further away to make sure that everything was perfectly clear to both of them.


  “An’ if yer one in the AIB gets on to ye jus’ tell ‘er that some fuckin’ eejit delayed me by not signin’ for a letter ‘cos i’ was addressed to someone else…yeah well, the reason for tha’ is that she wouldn’t sign for sum’in off me before tha’ was addressed to the manager…exac’ly, educate the fuckin’ bitch while givin’ ‘er an excuse tha’ she can’t complain about’ ‘cos she fuckin’ did the same thing herself!”


  I heard Aidan’s chuckle again, although I couldn’t make out what he was saying because the leather clad whirlwind was between him and me. Having completed his business with Aidan he turned to face his workmates at the table. It seemed that he could afford to spend a fraction of a second to be jovial with Vinno and the Gizzard, although he never stopped moving towards the door.


  “Jaysus! Lunch breaks an’ all for fuck’s sake! I don’t know! D’yiz not need to make money or wha’?”


  “Don’t fuckin’ need to make as much as you do, Shay. Sure ye only stuff it into yer mattress anyway, ye greedy fuck!” It was the Gizzard who got the first retort in.


  “Ah, but I’m sure he sleeps well on it every nie, eh?” Vinno added.


  “D’yeh hear rich, number one!”


  Shay was at the door by now, time for a final witticism be fore tearing off. “Sure, if I had your money I’d burn me own, for fuck’s sake!” All three were laughing as Shay jumped on his bike, straightened it up and turned on the ignition while kicking the side stand up before sliding his helmet back down over his face and hitting the start button while pulling the handlebars with the same hand to get the front wheel pointing the right way. As soon as the left hand joined the other end of the bar the bike started to move, performing one of the most graceful turns I have ever seen such a big bike do, which landed him perfectly at the little gate. The slightest of pauses to make sure that there was no traffic coming along Lad Lane and then he was gone, the thunder of his engine fading away as if it was chasing after him, struggling to keep up with the blistering pace at which this man did everything.


  “Shay’s some earner!” commented Vinno.


  “Never stops for a second once there’s work to be done. Fatso knows he can load him up wi’ any amount of work an’ jus’ forget abou’ i’!”


  “Bit like yerself, Vinno.”


  “No, not me Giz – sure don’t they all call me slow Vinno?”


  “Who?”


  “All the lads.”


  “All wha’ lads?”


  “Y’know.”


  “I know you’re a bullshitter!”


  “Sure, aren’t we all?”


  “Gizzard! You next?” Aidan enquired from the hatch.


  “Yep.”


  “No messin!”


  “I fuckin’ wasn’t messin’ las’ time!”


  “Ask me bollix!”


  “I was half way through me bleedin’ chips before that poetic fucker, John came in!”


  Did I hear right? Did he just call John a poetic fucker? Don’t tell me one of these boys writes poetry! Now that would surprise me. Although, didn’t I look like one of them now and don’t I write poetry? I shouldn’t be so judgemental with these people, just as others had been judgemental with me because of my chosen form of transport. I made a mental note to investigate the statement as the Gizzard picked his signature book off the table and headed for the hatch to be allocated his first run of the afternoon, leaving just me and Vinno in an awkward moment’s silence. It was Vinno that broke this silence, naturally, since I didn’t know what to say.


  “That CB’s yours, yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Nice bike, meant to be grea’ for the job.”


  “What job?” I mentally scolded myself upon saying this. Oh, you gobshite! What a stupid fucking thing to say , Sean. Cop on!


  He looked at me in a sort of bewildered way for a second before answering.


  “Window cleanin’! I believe the CB is the favourite bike among window cleaners these days, meant to be grea’ for carryin’ ladders an’ buckets an’ all tha’ shi’e’.”


  I could feel my face burning up with the embarrassment of being the brunt of such a well-earned smart comment, but I was laughing at the comedy of it.


  “I’m sorry. I, er, wasn’t quite with you there. This is my first day.”


  “First day here?”


  “First day as a courier.”


  “Wha’ d’ye think of it so far?”


  “There, um, isn’t really much so far! I haven’t done any work yet.”


  “Bran’ spankin’ new, eh?”


  “Yep.”


  “Wha’ did ye do before?”


  “Program computers.”


  “Wha’ the fuck are ye doin’ here so?”


  “Well I-er-lost my job and . . .”


  As my voice trailed away, I realised that in the time since I had entered the base, I had been so distracted by all of the activity around me and the antics of these wild creatures that I hadn’t been moping over Saoirse anywhere near as much as was customary these days. She had been on my mind but I had been concentrating on what was going on around me so much that I hadn’t been dwelling on my misery. I had not been the sorrowful, miserable wretch that she had turned me into for a whole 75 minutes! That was amazing, and I was delighted about it, but, of course, thinking about it had turned me back into the aforementioned wretch and my heart sank back to the depths that being around these couriers had lifted it out of.


  The customary wave of depression washed over me as my eyes glazed over and my throat developed that sickly lump once more, oblivious to the fact that I had been in mid-sentence until reminded.


  “And wha’?”


  “And my,” I found it difficult to speak. “My girlfriend.” Before I had thought about it, I had blurted out what was on my mind. That could have been a bad mistake – especially in this company.


  “Oh, Jaysus! A broken heart! Say no more. I suppose ye didn’t have the boa’ fare to France for to join the Foreign Legion, so ye came here to forget, eh?”


  I could really feel my eyes water as I smiled at him. He had actually hit the nail right bang on the head, although I hadn’t realised it until he mentioned it. I was here because I wanted to get away from my previous life, which was nothing but unbearable heartache to me now. I felt like bursting into tears on the spot. Vinno picked up on my pain. His voice was gentle and genuine as he continued.


  “Well, don’t worry abou’ i’. Ye’ve a lo’ of learnin’ to do an’ when it’s busy ye don’t ge’ a second to yerself, so ye won’t be gettin’ too much time to brood. The bitch’ll be ou’ of yer system in no time. D’ye know the city well?”


  “Er, well enough.” This was the standard answer that I gave.


  “Where’s Herbert Street’?”


  “Er, um,” I’d never heard of Herbert Street.


  “Have ye go’ a map?”


  “Not yet.”


  “The sooner ye ge’ one the better. Fatso there,” he said, jerking a thumb in the direction of the hatch, “fuckin’ hates being hassled for directions.”


  “Yeah, he said so himself.”


  “The way i’ goes in courier companies is that the base controller has power. He decides how much work gets despatched to you, where you go and with how many on board. He’s under pressure to ge’ the work done an’ he wants i’ done withou’ any hassles, fuck-ups or messin’. He doesn’t have to like ye for you to make a decent wage but he needs to be able to forge’ abou’ any work he despatches to you. The more things don’t go wrong the more he’ll start loadin’ you up. You’ll prob’ly make fuck all for a few weeks bu’ keep pluggin’ away a’ i’ an’ he’ll start givin’ ye more an’ more an’ ye’ll no’ice yer wages improvin’. Look on i’ like an apprenticeship an’ ye’ll be alrie. You fuck up, act the bollix or wreck his head an’ ye’ll never make a decent wage. Get yerself a map today. The Stree’finder is the best one, costs abou’ seven quid. We all call i’, The Bible.”


  “Thanks, Vinno.”


  “What’s yer name?”


  “Sean Flanagan.”


  “What’s yer number?”


  “Four.”


  “Is Barry gone?”


  “I heard Fatso fire him.”


  He grinned when I referred to Aidan as Fatso, just as he had. Well, why not?


  If I was going to walk the walk I might as well talk the talk also. Something told me that I was going to get very good at throwing insults around in the next few weeks, as well as get to know Dublin well and drive my bike through traffic with the same expertise as I had seen couriers employ.


  As the Gizzard ambled away from the hatch, still writing in his signature book, I heard Aidan from the other side of the hatch for the first time call, “Four Sean.”


  I was still as nervous as hell, but there was an air of enthusiasm around me as I picked up my signature book and approached the hatch ready to document my first work as a courier.


  The first thing that struck me as I gazed through the hatch once more was how busy it was. My first impression of the base had been during the lunchtime lull in business. On average the company processed about one fifth of the amount of calls between one and two o’clock as in any other hour between nine and five. The company stayed open until half six, but the last hour and a half was also quiet, with the priority being shared between getting the work done and trying to finish couriers somewhere close to where they live. I had been given the impression that this lunchtime lull was the norm, so things looked particularly hectic to me when I got to the hatch and witnessed the full afternoon fervour of the company. The phone rang constantly, ending up quite often with every line flashing on hold while Aidan or Frank investigated something. The radio never stopped, with couriers calling in to report pick-ups and drop offs every couple of seconds, always hopeful for more work – preferably handy for where they are or where they’re going. Then there were couriers having problems; looking for a contact name again, needing directions, broken down, a punctured tyre etc.


  Then there was the work. Every couple of seconds another job to be despatched blipped on the computer screen to demand a share of Aidan’s already thinly spread attention. Sometimes this blip brought woe and despair of gargantuan proportions to Aidan, who regularly vented his frustration for all to hear.


  “Ah, for fuck sake! Kilternan! Kil-fuckin’-ternan! What the fuck would anybody be sendin’ anything to that middle of fuckin’ nowhere kip on a fuckin’ bizzy afternoon for? They can fuck off with themselves, I don’t give a fuck. I mean, what the fuck is there in Kilternan to send anything to? Someone’s fuckin’ sheep? No way. No fuckin’ way! I’ve nobody for them.”


  This torrent of disbelief was invariably directed across the table at Frank, who seemed well used to it and knew exactly how to handle it, nodding sympathetically, saying nothing and doing his damndest to hide his amusement at the outburst.


  My second visit to the hatch was a real eye-opener for me about Aidan’s job. I spent a good three minutes watching him deal with: four different customer queries; two couriers who needed contact names; one courier who had a puncture (I got the impression that Aidan didn’t believe that one) and who needed to be met by another courier to have all of his work taken off him; one courier who had gone to the wrong office to pick up after mishearing Aidan despatch a call to him and was now miles away from where he should have been and giving about ten different couriers a “Roger” as they reported their progress, telling them either to header on or stand by as they asked for more work.


  He also despatched six different jobs as I watched on, becoming more impressed by the second. My second impression of Aidan, which was so much more admirable and positive than the first, was well in place by the time he got around to giving me some attention.


  “Okay, Sean, ready to go?”


  “Roger.” Delighted with myself that he noticed I had answered him in radio talk, I filled in the date at the top of my signature sheet.



  He despatched two different jobs to me: one called a mini which was basically a job to be picked up in the city centre going to another office in the city centre that paid the basic “within two miles” rate which was £1.30 and a stretch mini which went a few miles further for which I got the rate for three miles at 60p each added on (even though the distance between pick up and drop off was only three miles, the customer was going to be charged for five).


  The total value of the work despatched to me added up to £5.20. He told me to call him when I had picked the two of them up and I said “Roger” again.


  I was determined to make a good first impression. I intended to follow his instructions to the letter and not to ask for any directions at all, although I only had a very rough idea of where Kilmainham was – the destination of my stretch mini.


  “What did ye ge’?” enquired Vinno, as I picked my radio up off the table.


  “Mount Street Crescent to Leeson Street and Baggot Street to Kilmainham.”


  “Okay c’mere,” He got up and went to the map on the wall beside the hatch.


  “Rie. You’re here. Go under the arch at the end of the lane an’ ye’re on Baggo’ Stree’, yeah? Cross Baggo’ Stree’ an’ go down this small road strai’ in front of ye an’ that’ll bring ye down to Mount Stree’ Upper, yeah? Turn rie an’ ye’ll see a mad lookin’ buildin’ in front of ye.”


  While he had been directing me on the map I had been struggling to get my radio on properly. I had seen the other couriers put their radios on in such a way that they seemed to just sit on their left shoulders with the speaker facing out and the call button perfectly accessible to the right hand. The others had done this so effortlessly that I hadn’t paid as much attention to the technique as I should have and was all over the place as a result.


  “The strap goes under yer arm, bu’ noh over yer head. Pu’ the front of the strap behind yer neck wi’ the back of i’ an’ the two go over yer shoulder together.


  There! That’s you sorted! Now, from Leeson Stree’ ye jus’ go strai’ along Cuffe Stree’, Kevin Stree’, the Coombe an’ then turn rie onte Meath Stree’. All the way up to the T then turn left onte Thomas Stree’. Strai’ on all the way onto James Stree’, past the hoppo an’ ye’re there! Take yer time an’ don’ panic, ye’ll be grand.”


  “Thanks, Vinno.”


  “No worries.”


  The bag, unlike the radio holder, did go over my head and under my right arm, and it felt good that I at least mastered that myself – until Vinno pointed out that it was way too long and adjusted the strap for me.


  “It’s noh meant to cover yer arse – you want i’ so’s the bottom of it just sits on the seat of yer bike.”


  “Thanks, Vinno,” I said, beginning to feel like a parrot.


  “Off ye pop.”


  And off I went, out making money on my motorbike.


  This was such an adventure for me that I began to sing the Indiana Jones theme tune to myself, as I navigated my bike through the little gap in the gate, beginning my quest by seeking somewhere called the Pepper Cannister on Mount Street Crescent. The music lifted my spirits, the sense of adventure made me feel good, the anxiety made my nerves tingle.


  The people I had encountered today intrigued me. I was still broken-hearted and miserable, but now I had a whole lot of other stuff going on also. Now that I was a courier, life was not as bad as it had been a few hours ago, before I joined this most interesting of occupations.


  
    4

    First Work

  


  Down the end of Lad Lane as far as the archway? Grand! This is Baggot Street; I knew that already but just to be sure to hammer it into the memory. Small Street directly opposite -check! Mount Street Upper is at the end of that - no problem!


  One step at a time Sean and we’ll have this sussed in no time, I thought.


  Clear to cross Baggot Street and away down I went. I saw the sign for James’ Place East and memorised for future use.


  So far so good, the buildings in front of me now are on Mount Street Upper according to Vinno, so upon turning right, I guessed I should see a big old church in the middle of the road - and there it was. The name Pepper Canister made a lot more sense to me upon seeing it. I drove up to and around it, as if it was a roundabout until I saw a statue of a girl swinging from a rope tied to the top of a pole like they used to in the old days and I knew I had arrived! There was a plaque on the wall and I deduced that this might hold the name of the building so I manoeuvred myself close enough to read it. The plaque read, “Pepper Canister House”.


  “Eureka!” I shouted inside with delight. I had just found the first location of my career as a courier. This job was going to be a doddle.


  I parked my bike beside the main entrance to the building, deciding not to use my heavy duty chain and lock since I was not going to be too far away from the bike for too long, opting to just use my disc lock.


  This is an ingenious little lock, which immobilises the bike by attaching onto the brake disc, making it impossible for the wheel to turn. The beauty of the lock is that it is small enough to fit in a jacket pocket, but its drawback is that it is easy to forget that the lock’s there, and attempting to drive off without removing it leads to an invariably disastrous effect. Most disc locks come with warning stickers that should be placed beside the ignition as a reminder to double check before pulling off.


  Having secured the machine, I scaled the four steps leading to the main entrance and pulled the door open. There was immediate eye contact with the receptionist - a serious-looking schoolteacher type in her 50s who wore too much of the wrong type of make up.


  Okay, Sean, helmet off and radio down, I reminded myself and then it hit me. When I reached my hand over to turn the radio down, I realised to my horror that I had failed to turn it on when I left the base. This could be disastrous. What if Aidan had been calling me?


  Panic raged rampant as I frantically tried to work out my best course of action.


  Should I call him to explain why he wouldn’t have been answered had he been calling me or just turn it on now and hope that he hadn’t?


  The first thing to do, I decided, was to get it turned on anyway, but at low volume because I was in a reception. The faint beep was comforting as I clicked the dial clockwise a few degrees, but no other sound came from the radio. I turned the dial a few more degrees, anxiously hoping for some sort of aural activity. Nothing! I had been walking towards the reception whilst preoccupied with my radio and was almost at it with my helmet still on under a ferocious glare from the receptionist. I quickly turned the dial a few more degrees before employing both hands in the process of removing the helmet.


  I smiled at her as soon as the offending item had been taken off my head, but that had no effect on the intensity of the stare. I decided that my best option was to just get what I was here for and then sort out the radio outside. My voice sounded decidedly shaky as I spoke.


  “I’m here to collect something going to-”


  “Sorry, lads, on the phone there, loadsa yiz callin’. Eight Ray, you’re first –go ahead.” The eruption of Aidan’s voice at such high volume made both of us jump, with me instinctively grabbing at the source with both hands in a frantic attempt to reduce the volume, dropping my helmet in the process.


  Dropping a helmet onto a hard surface is a particularly sickening experience for any biker. A wave of nausea washed over me as the click of me succeeding in turning off the radio was shortly followed by the awful sound of my precious Arai bouncing off the marble floor and then skittering the remaining few feet to the reception desk before coming to rest with a wooden thud.


  “Could you turn that thing down!” Not only did she look like a schoolteacher, but she sounded like one too. Her total lack of sympathy for the damage inflicted on my expensive piece of property, her barkingly derisive tone of voice and her belayed order to perform the very action that had caused the aforementioned damage, enraged me.


  I glared at her as I picked up my helmet before continuing my business in a firmer voice. “I’m here to collect something for Baggot Street.”


  “Is your radio turned down?”


  “It’s off!”


  She pursed her lips and held me momentarily in a stare that would have been better aimed at a rapist than at a nice person like me before averting her eyes to follow her hands to a plastic tray full of letters on the desk in front of her to the left.


  “Baggot Street.” The triumphant call heralded the extraction of the appropriate envelope from the confines of its bedfellows, which was then extended towards me in a manner which was no doubt intended to exude efficiency.


  Instead of taking the envelope off the old witch immediately, I examined the side of my helmet that had hit the ground for three or four seconds, leaving her stuck there holding it and knowing that my helmet was more important to me than she was. I’m sure she was just about to say something when I finally snatched it from her hand, turned on my heel and marched out of the building.


  This would have looked a lot more impressive as a gesture of indignance if I hadn’t had so much trouble getting the door open, struggling so much to get the envelope into the bag while holding onto my poor damaged helmet for dear life.


  I was still struggling when I got back to the bike. Having managed to slide the bag from back to front over my hip and having thrown the big flap over my shoulder, I was attempting to open the Velcro fastening enough for the letter to squeeze into the bag. This was proving more than a little difficult with the bulky helmet on my arm, so I first put the helmet on and then used both hands to bag the letter before closing the flap and awkwardly sliding the bag around to my back once more.


  On top of everything else that I was going to have to master, I was going to have to get well accustomed to manoeuvring and utilising the variety of equipment that was involved in this job also.


  I turned the radio on, removed my disc lock and got on the bike, firing up the engine while concentrating on my next destinations.


  Drop Baggot Street, pick up Leeson Street, then on to Kilmainham, I repeated the list in my mind.


  “Shit!” I was just clicking my bike into gear when I realised that I had no idea what number I was going to on Baggot Street.


  I put the bike back into neutral before wrestling the bag back to the front and removing the letter, scrutinised the address, giving out to myself as I clumsily shoved it back in.


  “Memo to self - always learn the address before placing envelope in bag.” I realised that I had said this out loud, and angrily too, as a passerby momentarily looked at me as if I had been giving out to him.


  “Always,” I mumbled aloud in a less angry tone, solely for his benefit, as I looked away from him while returning my bag to the back.


  I put the bike into gear and sped away, my face a burning red colour with embarrassment.


  “Left at the other side of the Pepper Canister, up…aha! Herbert Street!” I said in the hope that it would bring me back up to Baggot Street, which it did.


  Nice one, Sean! Logic and good sense of direction combined. That’s the job! I proudly commended myself in my mind. I smiled at the realisation that I had quite specifically kept this rhetoric unspoken despite the fact that it’s perfectly safe to speak to yourself when on a moving bike!


  “Roger, Mick, give ih five there,” It felt odd having the radio on my shoulder with Aidan’s constant communication with the couriers in my ear as work, instructions and directions were given out. It felt strange hearing only one side of the proceedings and I couldn’t help myself trying to deduce what was being said to Aidan to get the responses that I heard.


  “Fifteen John, go ahead”, “Are you definitely at the right address?” and


  “Okay, stand by one second.”


  I had to panic brake to avoid going into the back of a van because of the amount of attention that I was giving to the radio instead of the road in my attempts to work out that situation. I had pulled myself together and scolded myself appropriately by the time Aidan came back to John.


  “Fifteen John, letterbox that and carry on.”


  Aha! John was obviously delivering something to an address where he wasn’t getting an answer, which meant no signature. He therefore needed permission from the sender to put it in the letterbox, which Aidan got by phoning them. All perfectly logical, and logic was always a friend of mine.


  I was feeling so clever about my powers of deduction that I lost track of what I was doing and sped, grinning smugly to myself, past the building that I was supposed to be delivering to.


  I slammed on the brakes while indicating left, found a gap in the line of parked cars and pulled in. A motorist beeped as he swerved around me wider than he had to - exaggerating the extent of the inconvenience inflicted upon him. Instinctively, I looked at the motorist, making brief eye contact with him as he swerved back in.


  His face was gnarled and distorted in the most horrible twisted expression of pure hatred that I had ever seen. His eyes burned like hot coal from behind the extended middle finger of his left hand, as the sneering mouth viciously snarled the word “wanker” before the whole evil visage had to (thankfully) be dragged away to concentrate on the road ahead. As soon as the head was pointed forward, the powerful Mitsubishi accelerated at full throttle in a roar of anger induced mechanical gusto and departed at speed.


  This was more than a little bit silly, since he had to brake hard a hundred metres or so up the road when he met the rest of the traffic, exactly where he would have been had I not been on the road at all.


  Even though I had caused this horrible person to brake, I had not delayed him one second, and he treated me with such a lack of tolerance as I had never before experienced. I was gutted. I felt like the victim of a hate crime. A lump appeared in my throat as the full injustice of the incident hit home. No way, by any stretch of the imagination, did I deserve that. It was bad enough that I had gone miles past where I was supposed to be (about 12 buildings) without having to deal with that sort of nastiness.


  I took a deep breath and exhaled with a heavy sigh, hoping to shed the bad feelings with a little bit of relaxation, but ignorant, vicious people tend to leave a permanent impression of their nastiness on good people.


  “Go ahead, Vinno.” Aidan’s voice over the air reminded me that I was at work and had a job to do.


  Baggot Street has a dividing island between the different directions of traffic, and not a little step type that a bike can skootch over either, there’s an eighteen inch concrete wall on either side making a container for the earth in which large chestnut trees are planted. This island meant that to do a U-turn, I had to drive all the way up to the top, then drive all the way back down to the other end, do another U-turn and then make my way to the building that I had driven past. I decided that this was too much hassle and opted to lock my bike where it was and walk the 12 or so buildings distance to my destination, considering the walk as penance for not concentrating on what I was doing.


  It didn’t even occur to me to mount the footpath and drive down to the right door. Well, I was a beginner after all!


  “Okay, Vinno, IT Solutions will give ye one for Bluebell, Coke for the Western. When you’re up that way, Brooks will give ye one comin’ back to Mayor street…giz a shou’ when ye have them two on board an we’ll see wha’ else there is goin’ up.”


  I hadn’t got a clue where any of those places were, and I could hardly even make out the company names, let alone work out where they were. There was going to be a lot more brainwork involved in this job than I had bargained for. I couldn’t imagine that the day would ever come when work would be despatched to me like that.


  I stopped outside the building to get myself prepared for the delivery. I turned down the radio and took off my helmet, jamming it onto my forearm securely. I did my clumsy removal of the envelope and signature book from the bag before going into the building to avoid looking like a total beginner in front of the receptionist, even though it meant having two extra items in my hands opening the door.


  This task turned out to be a bit of a nightmare between the helmet blocking my left hand, while my right one was full and the small vertical door handle just out of reach. I managed to get two fingers on the door handle and swing the door open wide enough to hook my left foot onto the bottom of it. Then I used what I guessed to be appropriate force with my foot to open the door fully. The loud bang of the door crashing open was a testament to the difficulty involved in judging force in this manner.


  My spirit sagged at the prospect of another sour receptionist with a bad attitude towards me. I was relieved to see an attractive young blond smiling at me despite the fact that I had barged into her reception like the proverbial bull in the china shop. I thought that it might be best to begin with an apology.


  “Sorry about the door; I had to use my foot because my hands are full.”


  “That’s Okay. What can I do for you?”


  Nice one, somebody pleasant! I thought, relieved.


  “I have an envelope here for you from Pepper Canister House,” I placed the envelope onto the reception desk and opened the signature book. “If you could just sign there please.” I proffered the open book while roughly pointing in the direction of the appropriate line. She sat there looking at the book for an eternity of seconds without moving.


  A mixture of uncertainty, panic and anger began to well up inside me.


  What was her problem? I had written the two jobs clearly on the page before leaving the base. There it was in front of her in black and white, from Pepper Canister to Baggot Street.


  I nervously nudged her a little verbally with a tentative point over the top of the signature book. “Er…just on that line there beside where it says Baggot Street.”


  As she gazed blankly up at me instead of following the line of my finger, I caught the faintest whisper of a courier being called on my radio, way too low for me to make out who it was. The fact that it could have been me brought an added parameter of anxiety into the equation of this delay.


  “Just there in the signature column,” I repeated, a little firmer this time with my forefinger tapping the line for her. Thankfully the penny dropped and she hurriedly scribbled her name on the sheet. As soon as her pen was off the page, I was gone like the greyhound after the hare, desperate to know if I was the one being called on the radio.


  With the signature book in my left hand, helmet still on my left forearm and my right hand scrabbling to turn up the radio, I opened the door by pushing down the handle with my right elbow and then forcing open the door with my right shoulder.


  The door flung open even more violently than it had when I entered the building, crashing with enough force to make me wince - but not breaking my stride. I was frantic to know if I was the courier being called by this horrid, bad tempered man that was in control of this new job of mine.


  The radio stayed quiet for an agonising couple of seconds while I tormented myself wondering what to do. I had seen enough of this man’s temper to know that I never wanted to be on the receiving end of it. Would he go bananas if he had been calling me without getting answered, or would it be worse for me to call him when he wasn’t looking for me, wasting his oh, so valuable time with stupid questions?


  The despair of indecision was coming to a nerve-racking head when it was mercifully ended.


  “Okay, everybody stand by! Thirty-five Dolores, there’ll be someone down to you in a minute. Now, Nineteen Naoise first, go ahead Naoise.”


  Relief! He hadn’t been calling me, and me about to radio in! How stupid would that have been? I decided that the best course of action to take in moments of indecision like that was no action at all. If he had been calling me he could just call me again, but for me to call in when he wasn’t calling would just make me look stupid and would have me much more likely to incur the man’s wrath.


  I carried on with my work. The next pick up was an advertising company called Young’s, which was on Leeson Street, running parallel to Baggot Street on the other side of Fitzwilliam Square. I was recalling the directions Vinno had give me from where I dropped off.


  “Strai’ down Baggoh Stree’ til ye have to turn left, takes ye onto Pembroke Stree’ Lower,”


  There was a pause to make sure that I caught the stern look that accompanied this detail.


  “That’ll bring ye onto Fitz Square West. Strai’ up past two left turns tha’ bring ye onto the other side a’ the Square an’ then ye’re on Pembroke Stree’ Upper,”


  Again I received a pause and a look to make sure that I differentiated between the two. “Up to the top where ye can’t go strai’, well ye can but it means drivin’ over an island, which we do to get onte Hatch Stree’ in front of ye. Anyhoo, that’s Leeson Stree’ to yer left an’ right at that island. You turn left an’ count the door numbers on yer left down to 66 and ye’re there.”


  I followed these instructions with ease, grateful of the proffered precision even though I had a rough idea of where I was going myself. Clearness and accuracy are essential when giving directions and Vinno obviously knew that well.


  There was a distinct bounce in my step as I scaled the four granite steps up to the large Georgian style door of the four storey restored terrace house. It felt surprisingly good to get to a call with no confusion or error or hassle.


  The receptionist was a young dark haired girl who had a big smile for me as I strode into the reception.


  “I’m collecting something going to Kilmainham.”


  “All collections are picked up downstairs in our basement; out the front door, steps to your left.”


  These sing song instructions were obviously given several times a day, but the smile returned as soon as she finished speaking. I smiled back briefly before turning on my heel to follow them.


  The basement office was a far cry from the plush surroundings of the reception. The door was ajar so I walked straight into the despatch room. There were shelves full of boxes on all of the walls. Two men in suits were occupied at different shelves on opposite sides of the room, both of whom stood with their backs to me. I pondered on whether to approach one of them.


  “Can I help you?” The third man in the room said, making his presence known to me. He sat at the large overcrowded table in the middle of the room, hard to distinguish from the piles of packages, envelopes and large cardboard tubes that adorned it. He had apparently been writing in a ledger of some sort in front of him due to the poised pen hovering over the middle of the page.


  “I’m collecting something going to Kilmainham.”


  I anticipated a delay in the location of my package, judging by the surrounding clutter, and was pleasantly surprised to be proved wrong. His hand went straight to the middle of three cardboard backed envelopes on the edge of the table to his left, which was handed to me after a brief confirming glance at the address.


  “Are you going straight there with it? It’s urgent.”


  I chirpily confirmed that I was actually going straight there, but he still gave me an unfriendly stare over the rim of his glasses as the envelope changed hands; as if I was lying to him or something. I was offended at having my integrity questioned this way. If I had other work to do I would have told him.


  People in general seemed to have a pretty negative impression of me as I went about my job, for no apparent reason. Nobody ever looked at me like that when I arrived in offices to work on their computer!


  Upon descending the steps to street level, placing the envelope in the bag, unlocking the bike and balancing helmet on top of my right mirror, it was time for my next new experience. I had to “radio in” for the first time. Aidan had told me to call him -provided I hadn’t heard from him - when I had done the “mini” and picked up my “other Dublin 2”, as he had called it.


  I was surprised at how nervous I was as I cleared my throat and brought the radio closer to my mouth, thumb poised in position for action over the button.


  “Four Sean” I announced, with as much breath behind my voice as the jitters would allow.


  “Who’s calling there?”


  “Four Sean,” I said, slightly louder. There was no response. I decided to try one more time. “Four Sean.”


  Just as I was pushing the button to speak, I heard the beginning of a word coming from the radio which was cut out as soon as my thumb had finishing pressing the speak button. I froze in a panic with my anxiety tripping up my poor brain as it frantically tried to assess the situation.


  I definitely heard someone talk. It had to be Aidan. Was he calling me?


  Am I in trouble?


  No! Calm down, I told myself. What else could it be? Channel Two?


  He’s going to hate me! Will he know it was me?


  “Give us that again, Gizzard, someone keeps cuttin’ over ye.”


  My panic was slightly lessened in the knowledge that the worst case scenario was the true one. A feeling of calm acceptance washed over me in the seconds that the Gizzard was repeating himself because of me. Maybe this job just wasn’t for me anyway.


  “Roger, Giz, give it another five there an’ if they haven’t got ih by then, pull out coz they’ll be on lookin’ for ye in JP. Rie, who else is callin’?”


  “Er, Four Sean.”


  “Ah, Four Sean go ahead.”


  Unbelievably he actually sounded glad to hear from me. Still, it was time to fess up about cutting over the Gizzard.


  “Erm…sorry but that was me cutting over Gizzard.”


  “Not to worry - happens all the time. How’re you gettin’ on?”


  “I did the mini and picked up the other Dublin 2.”


  “Roger, that just leaves you with Kilmainham….Okay…yeah, just header on with that one; it’s kinda urgent. Giz a shou’ when ye drop it. Two Charlie go ahead.”


  I was a much happier camper as I put on my helmet and started my engine. I felt that I could get the hang of this job after all. It was nerve-racking and so different to anything that I had ever done before, but that was where the challenge lay, and there’s them that say that the measure of a man is in the challenges that he overcomes.


  Kilmainham here I come! I put the bike into gear and away I went.


  According to Vinno I could get from Leeson Street to Kil mainham by making two turns on an otherwise straight route; Leeson Street, Stephen’s Green, Cuffe Street, Kevin Street, The Coombe then right onto Meath Street. Driving the full length of Meath Street brought me to a T junction at Thomas Street, turning left brought me down Thomas Street and then (staying left at the fork), down James Street past the hospital straight through Mount Brown and into Kilmainham.


  This all sounded perfectly straightforward, although the only places I had ever heard of were Leeson Street, The Green, The Coombe and James Street. Kevin Street sounded vaguely familiar but I never heard of the rest. Mount Brown? What the hell sort of a name for a street was that?


  I was familiar with my surroundings along Leeson Street, along The Green and Cuffe Street (although I had never known that to be the name of the street), having travelled around this area before, but after the junction with Wexford Street, my surroundings were new and surprisingly scary, as if there was now a distinct element of danger in not knowing exactly where I was. Proceeding in as straight a line as the lay of the road would allow - saying the directions to myself over and over in my head - I was delighted to realise that the next junction – right for Christchurch and left for Harold’s Cross - was also slightly familiar. Maybe I actually knew a lot more of Dublin than I thought I did!


  The lights were green so I proceeded onwards to The Coombe.


  “Oh shit!” I exclaimed while slamming hard on all the brakes while beeping a warning at the girl who had just pushed a buggy - complete with a toddler - straight off the footpath onto the road on a direct collision course with me. She froze when I beeped, coming to a full stop without even having to look up. She had been fully aware of the oncoming traffic and had been using the child as a means to stop the traffic to get her across the road, despite the danger to the poor kid. I was horrified and stared at her as crossly as I could all the way past at my reduced speed. This brought on a string of verbal abuse that was so distorted by the sneering face that I could only make out the last four words


  “Ye bleedin’ bollix ye!”


  My blood was boiling already with adrenalin and this crap from some common little child-endangering slapper, was enough to push me over the edge.


  It took real effort not to come to a complete stop and get off my bike to give the tart a good talking to about her inconsiderate and dangerous behaviour. She was lucky that I had somewhere to get to in a hurry!


  I proceeded with my directions. First right Francis Street -that’s it there., I thought. The second right that was coming up must be Meath Street - this must be it here. Then I noticed that this was Reginald Street and something was wrong.


  The slapper with the buggy had actually been looking to cross the road to go onto Francis Street, but I had failed to register it as my first right because all of my attention went to the hazard. This caused me to go on, counting Meath Street as my first right instead of the second, ending up with me here at Reginald Street, stopped in the middle of the road wondering what to do.


  The Coombe was a bottleneck, with the street narrowing to one lane in each direction. Nothing could get past me in my present position. The first beep from behind me made me jump slightly and instinctively start to move forwards, edging towards the kerb to let people get past me so that I could have a chance to assess the situation. This the first two cars did, with the second one beeping a pathetic display of indignation as she went past, but behind them was a ten ton rigid truck who didn’t have the space to pass me on this narrow street with the constant stream of oncoming traffic. His beep, albeit a polite one done as short as possible just to inform me of the situation, made me panic and I just kept moving forwards - ever further away from the desired Meath Street.


  Alarm bells rang in my head as I proceeded slowly, shadowed by the diesel spewing monster behind me.


  “This is wrong, Sean. You’re supposed to be turning right!” screamed the little navigational voice in my head.


  Then up ahead I saw a T-junction. Logic decreed that turning right here I would be going in the right direction and should cross my intended path further down the line. Stopping briefly assured me that the coast was clear so I made my right turn, relieved to hear the pursuing monster swing left behind me and gradually fade away into the distance. As I made the turn, I spied the name of the street that I was now on:


  Pimlico. Not Pimlico Street or Road or Avenue - just Pimlico. Dublin was shaping up to be a very odd sounding place altogether!


  I followed this little street of terraced houses as it veered to the left and gradually opened up to another T-junction, behind which I could see blocks of flats. My entire surroundings were totally alien and more than a little bit scary to me. My nerves were going haywire between the panic of being lost, the worry of wasting time with urgent work on board, the consequent terror of being called and that unsettling scariness brought on by unfamiliar surroundings.


  Through the panic I could see that I had three options at this T junction: left, right, or back. Back to re-trace my steps was, of course, my best option to get myself un-lost. Turning right to counteract the left handed bend of Pimlico in the hope of crossing my intended path further on, would have been the obvious runner up in the logic race.


  Turning left blindly because the original instructions had been right, then left and I had already turned right in the dim, nerve- racked hope that this would somehow cancel out the previous error was undoubtedly the worst choice of the three.


  For reasons of panic, over-eagerness to please, terror of ridicule, desire to save time and sheer stupidity, I turned left. My head felt as if it was full of alarm bells as the road swung right to take me along the side of the flats that I had been facing. This was wrong and I knew it. The alarm bells rang louder as the road veered left at what looked like a corporation yard and it hit home that I was definitely going the wrong direction. The next turn was a right, and I paused once more to weigh up three options.


  “Turn right to try to get back on track,” again advised that little voice in my head.


  “Just keep going and hope everything turns out all right. Go all the way back and try to work out where you went wrong.”


  This time I opted for the “average” of the three options. I turned right onto Forbes lane which brought me onto James’ Walk, down the back of Fatima Mansions - one of the most notorious and dangerous flat complexes in Dublin.


  I had heard of Fatima but didn’t realise that this was it in the absence of street signs. However, this place was obviously dodgy, with shady characters skulking everywhere looking suspicious because they were looking at everything - including me.


  As the sheer expanse of this huge and horrible place became more evident as I made my way along James Walk, my heart sank like a lead balloon. I was nowhere near where I wanted to be. How could I be? I was en route from one business to another and there sure as hell weren’t any businesses in this godforsaken place.


  Fear, panic, depression, low self-esteem and loneliness all acted together to drag my spirits deeper and deeper into the depths of demoralisation. Up until now, I had been so busy concentrating on the job that I only drifted off into the misery of my personal life in short bursts when I was off the bike or at red lights but now in this dreary place in such a negative situation, the misery within awakened to feed upon my vulnerable soul like a demon from the bowels of hell itself come to drag it down to the depths and feed on it.


  You’re useless! I thought. Your whole life is a waste. You’re never going to see her again. No wonder she left you.


  I was toddling along James’ Walk, almost in tears and physically feeling the pain in my chest, just moving on auto-pilot with no hope of finding my destination and little will left to live when suddenly the radio - whose industrious infusions had never stopped but had been a background noise up to now - snapped me out of it, as Aidan calling my name and number brought it instantly to the foreground, thereby mercifully breaking the spell on my spirit.


  He had to call me again due to the lethargy of my depressed reactions.


  “Four Sean.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “How’re you gettin’ on there, Sean?”


  “Er…I think I went a bit wrong.” I cringed while admitting this to Aidan, waiting to hear a barrage of abuse.


  “Okay, where are ye?”


  I expected him to sound a bit more upset than he actually did, having seen how nasty he could be to couriers when I was in the base.


  “I’m somewhere called James’ Walk.” The “somewhere” being put in to highlight the fact that I was lost in much the same way as a sulking child will highlight the fact that it’s miserable.


  “That’s noh too bad. If you have the flats on yer left, look to your rie an’ ye’ll see the back o’ James hospital.”


  I paused to acknowledge. “Roger”


  “Rie, come all the way down til ye geh to the T an’ then take the illegal rie over the bridge. The road swings left but you go strai’ on through the lights an’ ye’ll see the back entrance to the hoppo on yer rie.”


  Again the pause for acknowledgement, slightly longer this time because my brain, still pulling itself out of the quagmire of such intense negative emotions, took a moment to associate “hoppo” with hospital.


  “Er…roger…yeah.”


  “Strai’ down the steep narrow little hill in front of ye which takes ye to a T. That’s old Kilmainham. You turn rie an’ as ye go along look to your right, ye’ll see a huge place called Dublin Providers. The place you’re goin’ to is across the road from tha’.”


  How the hell did he know which building I was going to? I felt both grateful and impressed as I answered. “Roger, thanks a million, Aidan.”


  Feeling so much better inside for a variety of reasons, foremost of which being the fact that I had help at hand. I was not as alone as I thought I was.


  I was just about to move on when Aidan spoke again.


  “Oh, and Four Sean.”


  “Go ahead,” I answered, loud and happy into the radio.


  “You will buy a map this afternoon.”


  “Roger,” I said, properly subdued.


  I followed the directions to the letter, finding myself at Dublin Providers without any more mishaps. The next problem to face me was one of ambiguity about which of the three unmarked doors into the red bricked office block was the desired one, but this was a small obstacle to overcome and I had soon succeeded in getting my second ever signature as a courier.


  Upon radioing in I was told to “head for two” and to give him a call around Christchurch. By my reckoning, following old Kilmainham in the direction that I was facing would take me back along the course that I should have taken to get there, so I set off that way. All of my surroundings were still alien to me but with no delivery pressure on me and the assurance that I had a safety net on my shoulder, it was now a learning experience rather than a nightmare.


  A little further in towards town I came across a petrol station on my left. Not needing petrol I careered past the entrance before it occurred to me to buy a map there. I braked hard, indicated and swung left into the exit without upsetting anybody or getting beeped at, although one lady pulling away from the pump appeared to get a slight start as I crossed her path. I bought myself a street finder- aka, “The Bible” in the courier world where location is everything, and sat on the little wall of the forecourt to see where I had gone wrong and how Aidan had corrected me, noting in the process how close this “alien” place was to a road so familiar to me - the N4. It all looked so logical and straightforward when looking at a map that I felt positively silly for my near breakdown at Fatima Mansions.


  However, being lost is a truly horrible experience and under the pressure to get there quickly, the misery is magnified tenfold - and with my broken heart flooding me with waves of pain and despair…


  My thoughts trailed off as heartache engulfed my consciousness once more, drowning all in its merciless sea of misery. At least I had enough on my mind to ward off the suffering for periods of time as I did this job, apart from moments like this one now when the full enormity of my loss invaded me. The word loss caused tears to well up in my eyes so I put my new map into my bag, put on my helmet and got onto my bike, intent on combating the morbid invasion with activity. It worked too, to an extent.


  Accelerating away from the petrol station along Mount Brown towards Christchurch, I supposed to myself that that was the way of things; battle through the invasions of agony whatever way possible and have faith that with time, the universal healer, the invasions would become less intense and less frequent and would (hopefully) eventually transform into little bouts of harmless nostalgia.


  A solitary tear escaped from my left eye, aided by the acceleration, as I consoled myself with two words accompanying this philosophy: some day!


  I managed to do another five minis that afternoon - Aidan kept me around town to give me a chance to get the hang of things - and got one for Palmerstown and one for Lucan on my way home. I was told that nine jobs in total was a good score for my first afternoon ever at the job, but that the money was to be made doing mileage jobs. The six minis at £1.30 each, totalled £7.80. The Kilmainham was worth £1.90, Palmerstown £3.40 and Lucan £4.07 to give a grand total of £17.17 earned that afternoon.


  Even before subtracting the fiver I spent on petrol on the way home and the £6.95 on the map, it was a crap afternoon’s wages - but it was a start.


  Things were going to progress upwards for Four Sean from here!


  
    5

    First Reaction

  


  Eoin and Marie were both at home when I arrived back at quarter to seven, having taken a total of 45 minutes to locate my two mileage jobs of the day - even with the help of the map.


  They were both equally amazed to see me sporting a bag and radio. I had deliberately neglected to tell them about my lunch-time appointment at lightning because I hadn’t been convinced that it would amount to anything. My entrance was greeted with a torrent of assorted energetic exclamations.


  “My God, look at you!”


  “Are you a courier now?”


  “Well done, Sean. How long have you been planning this?”


  “When did they hire you?”


  “Today! After you only rang them yesterday?”


  “You’re a dark horse!”


  “What sort of qualifications do you need? Not many I imagine!”


  “Eoin! I’m sure this will help you out of the rut that you were in, Sean. A change is as good as a rest, isn’t that what they say!”


  “I’m sure it’ll do until you get something more suitable for you. I don’t suppose many of your new workmates have degrees?”


  “Judge not lest ye be judged. Don’t mind him, Sean, this will do you the power of good!”


  “Is that black on your face?”


  Eoin’s last question had me running to the mirror in the hall with more enthusiasm than you would expect from such a question, but I was immediately reminded of the black on some of the courier’s faces in the base that afternoon and the prospect of looking like one of them actually appealed to me.


  There was no denying that this “pack of animals” (according to my first impression of them), had made an impact on me and that, despite being initially afraid of them, I was hugely eager to blend in with my new workmates.


  This rough, tough bunch of men that spent their working lives on two wheels were going to teach me how to make money at this most demanding profession that I had this day adopted as my own.


  Having spent a moment to myself determining to give courying my best shot while admiring how my face looked with the varying degrees of faint black traces on it, I returned to my friends to recant to them the many events that had shaped this day; the first of my new life as a courier.




End of sample
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‘Me work me fingers to de bone,
to keep de government on dem throne
1o keep them police man in employ,
me scrarch me head

an’ wonder why.

For me go to de pub fa recreation,
De police man come

an’ him drag o de station,

him hancuff me den assault

me sware to you ‘twas not me fault.

Fa it was de bouncer upon de door,
him hit me first then ass fa more
an’ now I stan’ upon a charge

dem police man him still at lardge,
tinkin that dis uniform

will protect him from all harm.

Brother I got news for you
what goes around
comes around t00.”
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Look at selfish me, I don’t matter now
Nor never again

Twish 1 could carry his cross somchow
My buddy’s in pain.
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Dedications

This book was written in loving memory of my dear departed
brother Sean, the original Four Sean. My greatest drive in the
dogged slog towards completion was always that, in some small
way, the man who was taken away from us all so terribly young
would live forever in my words. It fills me full of immense pride
to declare that I have achieved that objective regardless of the
success that does or doesn't lie ahead of the book.

Special thanks to the Pixic for all the encouragement she gave
me to get me started all that time ago and o Deirdre for putting
up with my bous of aristic temperament in the four years that
we were together.

My dear departed friend Tony Fritzon was kind enough to give
me one of his poems- Justice Fa Who, to include in the book
(chaprer 22) a year before he died. T am as proud to have him
as a guest writer as I am saddened that he didn' live to see it
in print. Likewise to my friends Phil Smyth, Dave Sharp, Davey
“Satan’ Brennan and Gerry “Milky Bar Kid® Smith who all died
while I was writing i. Also to the other two wheeled friends lost
tragically young who passed before I began writing, gone but not
forgotten Stephen ‘Styx’ Byrne, Alan Vesey and Aiden O'Toole.
Mororbikes aren't the only cause of tragically young fatalities,
and I remember also the dear friends tha I lost outside the
biking community; Sean Me Carthy, Colm Davis, Geraldine
Farrell, Ritchie Temple, who I still recall fondly to this day and
who therefore deserve to be mentioned here.

So many tragically lost, in whose memory we should always be
inspired to live our lives to the fullest. I dedicate this book to
them all.
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been for the help of two of my sisters, Niamh and Blathnaid,
and my friends John Coyne and Kenny Doran. Thanks also to
Aidan Lucid for proof reading the book, and so promprly too!
My next book will be typed. It will also be a collection of short
storics. No more big projects for me for a while.

About this book, T would just like to point out some of the
dangers centred around this seemingly innocuous object. The
first danger is 1o those who drive mororbikes...actually, before
Taddress the bikers I would like to assure the non bikers that I
have gone to great lengths to make sure that you understand all
that is going on and get to enjoy as much of the thrill of riding
a bike that my humble talent succeeds in conveying to you. My
target when writing, and this was with me from start to finish,
was the little old granny that had never been on a motorbike
in her life. If this person can follow the action, anybody cai
would like to appeal for patience from the bikers as I describe
things that they don't need describing such as grabrails and disc
locks and such. There isn't too much of this, and it only comes
alittle at a time.

Now- to all bikers: - please please please do no try to drive
your bikes as described in this book. The people in this book
are full time professionals on two wheels driving their bikes
under the most extreme pressure imaginable, and cven they get
smashed up, crippled and killed by driving as depicted by me
within these pages. I know that a lot of you are thinking that
you could drive like a courier if you wanted to, I say please don’t
want to. | have been smashed up many times driving like a huna-
tic and one of my biggest drives in writing this book was always
that I might spare others this horror by chronicling my experi-
ences. Every crash that Four Sean has in this book is identical
t0 a erash that I have suffered, even the two of two crash day-
though the bits in between the crashes are toral fiction. I would
love to spare as many as possible from ever going through the
nightmare of motorbike crashes. Again, please don’t try to drive
bikes the way I have described bikes being driven. Also, never
drink and drive. That one’s a no brainer, though coming from
me it is ‘do as I say, not as I have done.”
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AKE

And they stared, they warched and they wondered
as the ambulance reversed in,

motorbike crash the call had said

emergeney crew ready to begin.

And they stared, they warched and they wondered
terrified of what they might sec,

patient unconscious — possible DOA

definite serious head injury.

And they stared, they warched and they wondered
as the door swung open wide,

but not one of them was quite prepared for

the helmered figure inside.

And they stared, they warched and they wondered
at the dirty tear-streaked man within,
touching one gloved hand to the other
and loudly breaking his shite laughing.
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Introduction

This is a very precious thing that you are holding in your
hand, this book of mine! It took me about twenty times as long
as I originally thought it would to complete it. I also thought
that telling everybody about it at the start was a good idea,
feeling sure that my nearest and dearest would inspire me to
finish earlicr as we discussed the progress I was making in the
few months that it would take me to finish the project. Well,
the months became years and the topic became less and less of
interest as the faith of all that I imposed my plans on waned and
this book was regarded with the sort of scepticism normally
reserved for the likes of Bigfoot or the Yeri. Here it i, at long
last! I exist

At this point [ would like to thank all of my friends and fam-
ily for their patience and understanding. I truly hope that you
all consider the finished product to be worth the wait. And what
a wait! Many people don’t understand how it took so long to
complete. The truth of the marer s that a lot of people that will
be reading this book don't read a lot, so I took it upon myself to
wite very slowly to allow for the speed that these people read
ar! Only joking of course, the fact of the matter is that it simply
took as long as it took. I like to quote E.E.Cummins here.

“Some days,” He used to say’l would only write one sen-
tence, but boy what a sentence that would be!”

For most of the time that I was writing the book I was also
working full time as a courier, a sales rep or a base controller.
I'sertled down twice, buying 2 house that needed renovation
on the second occasion. For those two years I had to do my
days work, then come home and knock down walls or whatever
necded doing and then, exhausted, only pick up my pen. That’s
another thing that delayed me immensely- T wrore the book by
hand. I always believed that the creative juices flowed better as
the hand moved across the page. There was also the idea that
typing it out would be an extra editing process that would re-
fine the finished product. I sill be at this process had it not
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Another danger involved in this book, and all books, is the
potential for damaging friendship. Books are compact and of
interest, which makes them perfect for friends to borrow. They
are compact and not expensive, which makes them ideal to for-
gt 1o return. Herein lies the damage to friendship. Your best
mate will very easily be transformed from somebody special to
‘that fucker who never gave me back my book’ as time passes by.
Evenif the hook was volunteered by you willingly this sour sen-
timent will sully your feclings for that mate with time. And time
doesn’t heal this one cither, I still sce, very rarely, the bastard
that I lent my ‘Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy’ to twenty years
ago, and the bitterness about the book has festered into hostility
that has a life of its own. We were best mates once, but never
again. I know that this is going to be read by some bastards that
Ihave lent books of Azimov's short stories to. These books have
become quite rare, since the science fietion section of bookshops
have become overrun with the fantasy erap that Tolkein started.
T don’t expect to ever get these back, so Pl just have to serle for
the knowledge that the offenders’ cheeks should be nicely crim-
son with their shame while reading this. Bottom line, when your
riend sees this book on your shelf and expresses an inerest in
it, just say that you haven't finished it yet and then hide it every
time you get a visit from this person. If your friend mentions it
again ask them to read this introduction. If the friend still insists
on borrowing this book you need to re-evaluate their standing
as your friend. Your discipline in encouraging your friends to
gt their own copy of this book will make sure that it will never
cause such damaging friction berween you. It will also have the
happy side cffect of helping to make this book a success. Thank-
ing you very much in advance.

Kevin Brennan
02-06-2010
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Vhere there is sunshine ~ that's where you are,
Where there is laughter — you can’t be far,

I dream about you every night,

Tonly long to hold you tight...”





