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Prologue

In May 2014 in a village in Donegal a small group of two men
and two women gathered on a beach and stood together for a few
moments looking out towards the Derry coastline, and
Magilligan Head. The small re-union, for a re-union it was,
celebrated unrecorded events in history which had happened 30
years earlier. All of them seemed shifty, nervous. They stared out
to sea as if waiting for someone to arrive yet constantly looking
over their shoulders as if waiting for some unwanted other
persons to arrive. After a short while, they hugged each other and
climbed into a vintage black left hand drive limo and turned
south for Derry.
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Can you remember what you were doing when you heard for the
first time that President Kennedy was dead?

I can remember.  I don’t think I’ll ever forget that night, because it
was on the same night that I first heard that he was dead that I also
found out that he was alive and well.
It was May 1984. Myself and Áine Neeson were dancing in the
Stardust as close as was permitted by the social norms of the time
when Freddie Devlin whispered in my ear that Áine was a ringer for
JFK’s widow when she was wearing her dark sunglasses.
“Who was JFK?” I asked, talking out of the side of my mouth to
Freddie who was dancing with some girl from Creggan at the time.
I flashed a quick smile to Áine as well just in case she would think
that I was talking about her behind her back.  She had my fags in
her purse, you see. Cigarettes were gold dust late at night, when all
the shops were closed.   “Do I know the widow?”
Freddie started to laugh.  “JFK” he said. “Have you never heard of
President Kennedy?”
I admitted that I hadn’t.  It takes a big man to admit his
shortcomings.  I asked him for more details, being a bit curious
about some president’s widow who looked like the love of my life
wearing sunglasses.
“Lee Harvey Oswald shot him in Dallas” said Freddie.
“That explains it” said I.  “I never watch the soaps at all.  Who was
this Oswald character, another oil tycoon?”
“You’re something else” said Freddie.  “I’m not talking about a soap
opera.  I’m talking about the city of Dallas where the President of
the United States was shot dead by Lee Harvey Oswald”
“Jesus!  I missed the news tonight.  When did it happen?”
The Creggan woman swept Freddie away from me before he had a
chance to reply and they went swizzing away in a circle until
Freddie managed to steer her back in my direction.
“1963” he shouted, above the noise of the music.  “It happened ages
ago”.
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“Well”, said I, pondering on the gravity of the news, “this is a night
I’ll always remember, as the night I first heard this disastrous, tragic
news.  This is history in the making, this is the kind of story the
Greek Tragedy writers would have loved and fought and died for.
This is earth shattering in its content...”
“Alright” said Freddie, “You’ll mind your granny long” and away
he went with the Creggan woman for another coort in the darkness
of the Stardust floor.  When they returned I gripped Freddie again.
this comparison between the widow of an American president and
my own beloved girlfriend had caught my interest and I wanted to
know more.
“Freddie, hi!.  You say that this JFK’s widow looks like Áine here,
eh? Well, he must have had high standards in his taste for women,
eh?”
“Wise up” said Freddie.  “I was only slagging”.  And he winked an
eye at Áine who was innocently dancing away with herself, unaware
of the claim to fame she had developed, unaware of the
conversation we were having, and unaware of the way Freddie had
just tried to take the wind out of my sails by saying that he had only
been slagging.  In Derry they don’t give too much room to airs and
graces.  We even have a saying about people getting too big for their
boots... ‘when shite flies high you couldn’t beat it with a big stick’.
Áine smiled back at Freddie, a small, homely, fleeting smile on
those soft, red lippettes. Stop it.
I returned the smile on Freddie's behalf, since Freddie had by now
resumed his journey around the dance floor with the wan from
Creggan, yet even as my smile was exposing the whiteness of my
teeth in the purple of the lights, my mind was elsewhere. Who was
this JFK?  Why did Oswald shoot him?  What happened to his wife
after his death?  And had Áine any of the vodka left from the small
bottle we had purchased in the 7.20 Off License earlier, and had
secreted in the depth of her bag to smuggle it past the bouncers at
the door of the ‘Dust.  These big questions reinforced my view that
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life was certainly a complicated affair for teenagers, there was no
doubt about that.
It was late that night when we finally reached the Neeson family
home in Shantallow.  Neither of us had any money left, mainly
because Áine had given her last penny to some dosser who was
tapping outside the Stardust, although on hindsight I don’t suppose
we could have travelled very far in a taxi for a penny anyway. Áine
was far too generous at times.  There we were walking all the way
to Shantallow while I’m sure and certain that your man was
travelling home in style in the back of a Black taxi to wherever he
lived.  Well, its a long road that has no turn in it, they say.  
Talking of long roads, myself and Áine walked the long road home.
we stopped for a few rests along the way, taking detours down a few
dark lanes to get a better look at the stars, and partaking in the much
overstated occupation of coorting in the hot passionate kiss style,
before continuing with the journey.
“What in the name of God ever possessed your family to move to
Shantallow?” I asked her, as we made our way down the Buncrana
Road, nearly three miles from the Stardust.
“My mother thought she would save a fortune if we were living near
a Dunnes Stores” she replied.
The whole family of them were half mad I thought to myself. The
truth was that I had nothing in common with her family nor had they
any love for me either.  There was no particular reason for that state
of affairs.  It just happened.  It grew from nothing.  One day I didn’t
know that the Neesons existed and the next day I had met their
sister/daughter and had entered their lives as they had mine.  From
that days onwards it was as clear to them as it was to me that the
only thing we had any common interest in was their sister/daughter
and my girlfriend, Áine.  I suppose they might have considered once
or twice the prospect of disinheriting Áine to get rid of me, but it
wouldn’t have worked.  In Shantallow, in Derry in fact, you don’t
disinherit your daughter if she’s the only one in the house with a
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job.  In any case they didn’t have any herit to disinherit her from.
So they were stuck with me for as long as Áine and me were doing a
line, and likewise I was stuck with them.. All sides were quite happy
to keep it at that sort of accidental contact level and generally peace
prevailed.
“And did she save anything, because of the move, eh?” I asked.
“The rents went up” she answered without any emotion.  “We lost
out in the end.”
That was always the way with the Neesons, they were never people
who thought very deeply about the ‘end’.  They never thought that
any action they might do could have a result different than what
they assumed it would have.  I thought for a minute of Áine’s eldest
brother, Terry, a man I knew very well.
Terry won five thousand one night in the St. Eugene’s Parish Draw
and he no sooner had the five grand in his hand than there he was
away to London to some bankruptcy auction where he bought five
thousand pounds worth of suits.  Ah, sure there was no telling how
much money he would make on selling these suits in Derry, five
hundred of them at a tenner each, and sure if he was selling them on
with a mark up of ten or fifteen quid sure he’d be rich.  He never
thought to ask why the business in London had gone bankrupt. All
he could see was the sales docket, for one container of Fashion
Suits.
To cut a long story short, he arrived back in Derry with his trophy
and on the following Saturday, down he went to the William Street
market and opened his booth. That’s when he found out why the
English firm was bankrupt.  The suits were indeed “Fashion Suits”
but unfortunately a fashion that had passed...  He was left with 500
suits made of yellow material and with strips of tartan running down
the legs in the style of the Bay City Rollers.  If that wasn’t bad
enough, the Bay City Rollers were as out of fashion as the suits, and
hadn’t had a hit in the charts in years.  Poor Terry.  He didn’t sell a
single suit even though he stood faithfully, patiently and loyally in
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William Street every Saturday for six months.  He still had the suits,
carefully stored away in plastic bags, and lying in his attic at home
waiting for the wheel to go full circle and for the fashion to come
back.  Always the optimist.
Terry had never given up the fight.  I had heard a rumour that he had
given a bundle of the suits as a present to the Undertones on the
night they were due to make their debut on Top of The Pops.  The
Undertones, however, refused to wear the suits, on the grounds that
it would be a kiss of death to their image and that was after Terry
had offered them fifty pounds each as a sweetener.  Having seen the
suits myself, I can understand why they refused.
One night I was in the house with Áine, adult sitting.  For the
uninitiated, an adult sitter is somebody who comes in to watch the
antics of a set of incompetent adults trying to change channels on
the tv with the remote control facing the wrong way, or engaging in
similar silly behaviour.  In the Neeson’s house the show seemed to
go on all the time. Anyway, there I was adult sitting when in arrived
Terry, half cut.  At first he tried to flog me a suit but when he
discovered that I had even less money than himself, he suddenly
became the model of charity.
“Listen” he said.  “I’ll give you a couple of these brand new suits
for a present if you tell all your friends, presuming you have any
friends, where you got them, and that I have all sizes in stock”.
While he was upstairs trying to extract a couple of suitable suits
from the attic, Áine gave me a look that would have made the crease
on the leg of a well pressed suit jealous.
“You wear one of them suits and we’re finished” she hissed.  Fair
enough.  Back came Terry with the suits draped across his arm, and
I could immediately see why Áine was so concerned; why the
Undertones were so cautious; and why the BCR had gone down the
tubes.  The suits had the appearance of canaries wearing tartan
sashes.  They were like bowls of custard with rhubarb stalks
stretching across them.
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Áine was staring across at me as Terry went through the sales pitch
and when I finally said I didn’t think the suits were my sort of style
she smiled a satisfied smile.  Áine wasn’t so daft, or as somebody
once said to me, ‘that Áine one is the only one in that house with a
bit of sense.  A black sheep among the rest of the woolly heads’”.
Remembering back to how drunk Terry was that night brought my
mind back to the present, and to the bottle of Vodka that Áine had in
her bag.
“Is there any vodka left from that bottle, love” I asked and we both
proceeded to search her bag under the light of a street lamp.  I took
a couple of cigarettes as well, since I hadn’t a butt left.  She gave me
the bottle of vodka to hold on to as well for as long as we would be
in her house, because her sister had a nasty  habit of searching
Áine’s bag, prowling around for the ‘hair of the dog’.  She was
another girl who never had any trouble with her tonsils or the art of
swallowing.  Maybe it was something genetic, this taste for the
drink that they all had.  I slipped the bottle into my pocket and the
two of us went in the back door of the house and straight in to the
kitchen where her mother was sitting waiting for us.
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“And what time of the night is this to be bringing my daughter home
to me at?” she asked, without any preamble. “Have you no home
nor bed of your own to go to”.  No preamble, but one thing about
Mrs Neeson, and that was that you were sure to get a post-amble.
This woman didn’t spare words.
“We missed the taxi,” said Áine, and I was glad to hear Áine telling
a white lie for my sake.  “Yes, we missed the taxi, because this fella
had no money to pay for it” she continued, pointing a finger at me.
Traitor, I thought, but I remained silent.  I knew what was coming
next:  a lecture from her mother about the youth of today and how
ill-reared they were when they wouldn’t even pay for a girl’s taxi
fare home.  You could be sure that nothing like that ever happened
when she was young, no, nor when my own mother was young (and
that’s not the day nor yesterday, mind you).  Men in those golden
days had manners and rearing, she remembered, something that the
eejits going around today certainly didn’t have.
I listened to the nagging for a few minutes as a I watched Áine
preparing a pot of tea and buttering a couple of slices of toast for us,
but I said nothing, not a single word.  Indeed, if I had spoken a word
it would have been a shock to her mother, because more than three
months had come and gone since the last time we had consented to
communicate, and that was the time when I decided to save my
breath for higher uses and cease further conversation with her.
I let my mind drift back to that night.  I was down with Áine,
engaging in the fine art of Adult Sitting and I wasn’t to be
disappointed.  Mrs Neeson had just declared to me that Elvis
Presley was still alive, and that Elvis, Jim Reeves (whoever he was)
and Pope John Paul I were all living together on some island in the
South Pacific, waiting on the world to be a better place so that they
could return to civilization.  
We had a great argument that night.  I told her that I had witnessed
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with my own eyes the funerals of both Elvis and Pope John Paul I
on the tv, and that without putting too fine a word on it she was
talking bollox.  Such an imagination, you wouldn’t credit it.  She
shouted again and again at me the same question: “Did you see their
bodies? Did you see their bodies?” and I had to admit that I hadn’t.
“Well then, mister smart arse, how do you know that their bodies
were in the coffins?” she crowed triumphantly.  “For all you know
the coffins were empty” she said.
“As empty as your head” I said with a sneer, before she drove me
from the house shouting and roaring that the youth of today had
neither manners nor rearing, etc.  I was allowed to return to the
house the following night because Áine claimed that she would
leave the house and go to a convent if they didn’t make me welcome
in the house, and the threat frightened the mother so much that she
relented. I returned but spoke no more.
She was still talking.
“Was there a big crowd at the dance tonight, Áine?”
“There was” answered Áine, pouring a cup of tea out for me.
“And were any of your friends there?” she asked, directing the
question at me and squeezing all the juice out of the word friends, as
if linking me with the word friend was a contradiction in terms.  She
asked the question but of course she didn’t expect an answer.  All of
a sudden I decided on a new strategy, and I startled her by saying
“JFK is on the island along with Elvis and the Pope”  I continued
raising the cup to my mouth, signalling that I had said my piece.
“JFK?” she whispered reverentially.  “On the same island, did you
say?  Who told you this?”.
There was a noisy rattle from the corner of the kitchen from where
Áine had dropped the teapot.  The hot liquid was spilling across the
floor.  “You spoke” she said, excitedly.  “You spoke to my mammy
again!”.  Ah, she looked so happy that I almost laughed.  She kissed
me on the forehead.  A big sloppy, wet kiss.
“Clean up that wet mess, girl” shouted her mother.  “No, not his
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head, the floor!”  she shouted again.  What a loud person.  “Mother
of God, look at my new linoleum melting.  Ye eejit, ye stupid bitch!
Jesus, what kind of a family have I reared!”.
Áine made for the mop and quickly began clearing up the pool of
tea as her mother turned in my direction again.  “Now, you”, she
said.  “Where or from who did you hear this story about President
Kennedy”.
There wasn’t so much as a trace of doubt in her voice; she simply
swallowed the lie and that was enough for me.  However now that it
was opened, there was going to be a harder job shutting the lie
down, and I would have to invent more of the spoof to keep her
interested.  “I heard it from someone in the Stardust tonight” I lied.
“one of my friends who has a cousin in the States”.
“Who was that, Freddie Devlin?” asked Áine.  “I saw you and him
talking a lot tonight”.
“No, not Freddie” I answered.  “It was somebody else that I was
talking to when I was in the toilets”.  There are many strange and
startling things talked about when people congregate in the toilets,
as everybody knows.
“Who was it then?” demanded Mrs. Neeson.
“What is this?” I retorted.  “Seven days in Castlereagh, eh?”.
“Oh, what odds who it was” said Áine’s mother.  “It’s not some
corner boy of a friend of yours that I’m interested in but the story
that your telling.  How did your friend hear this news?”.
“He heard it from his cousin” I said, feigning impatience.  “I’ve
already told you that.  And you know that I smoke as well - (Mrs.
Neeson had just extracted a single cigarette from a packet without
the courtesy of offering one to me)- his cousin has all the details of
the story.  She’s a nurse and she was working in the hospital the day
that JFK was shot”.
“And what did she say happened that day?” asked Mrs. Neeson.
“Well my friend wasn’t too specific, so I’m not sure”.  This was
requiring all my energy reserves and I lit the cigarette slowly
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drawing in smoke and drawing in my thoughts at the same time.
“All I know is that the man was very badly injured but that he didn’t
die of his wounds”.
“I remember it now as if it was yesterday” said Mrs. Neeson, and
her eyes glazed over as if she was in a dream.  “Jackie never shed a
tear during the funeral as far as I could see.  We all thought it was
because she was so brave and maybe had already cried every tear
out of her poor body the night of the wake, and now here I am
discovering that it was because she knew all along that it was a fake
funeral, and that they were only burying an empty box in the
ground”.
“Jackie” I said, my tongue rolling carefully around the word with
the care of a juggler tossing live grenades in the air.  “Jackie was his
wife, eh?”.
“She was”.
“And do you think that there is any resemblance between Jackie and
Áine?” I asked.
“You’re not the first person to pass that remark” said Mrs. Neeson,
proudly.  “And she really looks like Jackie when she’s wearing
those sunglasses of hers”.
“Come off it” said Áine, with a flush of pink warming her cheeks.
“You’s are embarrassing me”.  Áine was always a shy sort, I
thought.  “Mammy, don’t be embarrassing me, please” and she
looked across at me with a pleading expression to change the
conversation.
“Ah, would you have a picture of Jackie by any chance? said I,
warming happily to The Big Lie.
“A picture of Jackie, eh?” said Mrs. Neeson, and straight away I
could detect the frostiness coming into her voice.  “A picture of that
tramp, eh?” she flung at me.  “No, I haven’t ... and I never will
have!”.
This sudden change in attitude shocked me, but what was worse
than the shock was the realisation that I didn’t know why Áine’s
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mother was so angry, and so I didn’t know what I had said wrong.
For a few minutes I said nothing and gave her a chance to take the
next step.
“Yes, a proper tramp” said Mrs Neeson after a few minutes, talking
as much to herself as to me.  She glanced across at me.  “Do you
think there’d be any place in a good catholic house like this for that
wan’s photo after she jumped into bed with that aul’ Aristotle?”.
“The philosopher?” I asked.
“The philanderer, more like it” she replied.  “Jackie married him,
Aristotle Onassis, the Greek shipping tycoon.  The age of him
marrying a young woman like that, and worse still he was already
married and divorced.  That's why I call her a tramp, marrying a
divorcee.  I’m sure she only married him for his money”.
“You have a picture of JFK, mammy” said Áine, who by now was
standing at the sink washing the cups after we had finished drinking
our tea.  (Women were always standing near a sink in the life we
lived then, you see).
“Yes, indeed I have a photo of him, God rest him.  Sorry, I forgot.
God help him.  Would you like to see it?”.  She was directing the
question at me.
“I would” said I, hoping that the seeing of the picture would inspire
me to some fresh angle in my lie.
“Áine, child, would you run up and bring us that picture out of the
other room please” she said to Áine. The girl was no sooner out of
the kitchen when the mother leaned across the table and loudly
whispered to me that she would break Áine’s back if she ever
caught her with a divorced man.
“I’d do the same” I said, doubtfully.  I wouldn’t, of course, think of
breaking any woman’s back although I had heard rumours about
men who thought nothing of hitting their wives a clip on the ear at
the slightest cause.  Bad news, indeed.  Áine was at least two inches
bigger than me.  I looked across at Áine’s mother and she had a
satisfied smile on her face so I knew that I had hit the right note, lie
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though it was, when I’d threatened Áine in her absense.  Maybe I’d
carry out the back-breaking in her absense too, who knows.  
By now she was back in the room, holding the photograph in one
hand and wiping it clean with the sleeve of her jumper.  “Here you
go” she said stretching the picture towards me.
I looked at the face of JFK and immediately got the surprise of my
life.  The exact same photograph was in my grandmother’s house
and in my aunt’s house as well.  I had seen that face so many times
in my life staring at me from the wall that I assumed that it must
have been a deceased uncle.  This was a big mistake.  My face
drained of colour and I could hear my heart thumping like a lambeg
drum.
“Are you alright? asked Áine, noticing my face whitening.  
“Yeah, yeah,  I’m a little bit light headed that's all.  I’ll be fine in a
minute”  I said. 
I examined the photograph and suddenly realised that there was
something missing, that some shape had been cut from it... it was an
outline... in the shape of a face... a womans face... a beautiful face...
Jackie?
“I cut Jackie out of it after she married Onassis” said Mrs. Neeson,
as if reading my mind.  “I cut her out I was so angry at what she had
done”.  Disinherited, so to speak.
“You made a great job of the cutting” I said, for want of something
better to say.  A great job it was too, and I don’t think that Lee
Harvey Oswald managed to cut as much out of JFKs head as what
Mrs. Neeson did.. Half of the head, apart from disloyal Jackie, was
missing presumed dead.  The absense was so complete that you
could almost say that she was permanently there by her not being
there.  You couldn’t have cast an eye on the picture without noticing
her, gone.  She was there because she wasn’t there.
“And she has committed an even bigger crime in my eyes now” said
Mrs Neeson breaking her way back into my thoughts, “Now that I
hear this latest story of yours”.
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“What story is that?” I asked, nervously, wondering what could poor
Jackie have done to Áine’s mother to out do her obliteration from
the family album.
“Your story that JFK isn’t dead at all but that he’s on the island with
Elvis, Jim and Pope John Paul”.
“And what is worse about that?” I asked, wondering had I gone too
far.
“Well, isn’t it bad enough that she would marry a divorced man, but
Mother of God in Heaven to go then and marry again while her own
husband is still alive - that's bigamy!”.
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That silenced me again but relief was at hand. the back door to the
kitchen opened loudly behind me and in walked Eddie Neeson, one
of Áine’s brothers better known to all outside of his own house as
The Expert.  If ever a nickname was undeserved it was undeserved
by Eddie.  You’d have your tongue very far into your cheek to
describe his limited knowledge as being expertise although the same
expert claimed to have a little knowledge of every subject on earth.
Given half a chance he’d talk and spoof at the same crazy rate as his
mother, yarns that grew with each new telling.  I nodded hello to
him. “How’s the form?”.
“Not bad at all” he answered “and is that a fresh pot of tea I smell,
eh?”.  It was either that or melted lino, I thought.  He sat at the table
beside me while his mother rose to pour him a cup of tea.  “Jack
Kennedy” he said, picking up the photograph, and looking round the
room.  “What do you know or what do you want to know about
Kennedy?”.
“Nothing that you might know” said Áine, sharply.  “We know more
about him than you do”.
I was a bit ashamed to hear Áine coming out with that claim,
because my plan wasn’t to take a hand out of her.  I made up my
mind that I’d find a way to tell her the truth as soon as possible.
“Yak, Yak, Yak...” said the Expert to her.  The two of them were
always arguing.
“Jack, Jack, Jack” she answered.
I gave her a solidarity smile.  I wasn’t too fond of the Expert either
and with good reason.  I remembered back to one night when the
Expert had publicly shown me and Áine up, just one night of a
number of nights when we were out together and he had managed to
embarrass us. The night I was thinking about now, however, was the
straw that had broken the camel’s back.
By some stroke or other, the Expert had managed to obtain an
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invitation to be part of a local panel on a local radio station in Derry.
The program had a panel answering questions from an audience,
questions on any subject which happened to arise.  It was to be
broadcast from Magee College and all the local celebrities were sure
to be there.  Naturally enough Mrs. Neeson was delighted at her
Eddie being on the radio and being on the panel was even better.
Well, to cut a long story short, didn’t he arrive in a couple of nights
before the program was to be broadcast and offered Áine and myself
a couple of audience tickets for the show.  A Present.  Well,
according to him it was a present and I thought of the saying that
you should never look a gift horse in the mouth.  He asked me if I
would be willing to ask a question on the program, and that’s when I
started to worry about the condition of the gift horse’s teeth.  I told
him that I wasn’t that interested in asking any questions, but he
began putting pressure on me through Áine.  Jesus, the next thing I
knew was that my whole self confidence was being examined, and
the Neeson family were telling me that if I asked this question that it
would help me to be a more mature person, would help my self
confidence to grow and for all I knew it might even get me a job.
After Áine told me that she’d be ‘all proud of me’ if I asked the
question, I relented and agreed to ask the Expert’s ‘planted’
question.  I figured that the whole move was designed to show how
much he knew, and add to his status as a Know All.  God help his
wit.  
Anyhow, the next thing was that he refused to show me the question
until five minutes before the show began, and he used the excuse
that it was too risky that some of the opposition might get their
hands on ‘his’ question and have a better answer prepared.  This was
getting more and more suspicious but all I could do was play along.
When my moment of glory arrived, I drew in a huge pair of lungfuls
of air, mustered up all the self confidence that I could manage and
exploded, rather than asked, the question “Does the panel think that
Euthanasia ( or as he told me to pronounce it ‘Youth in Asia’ ) is the
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answer?”.  
Eddie had been picked as the first to give an answer.  He stared at
me over the rims of a pair of thin, narrow glasses that he was
wearing for the occasion to make him look intellectual. On the
radio.  He stared long and hard.  The silence was eternal.   Still he
stared and finally he spoke.  “The Answer?” he inquired.  “The
answer to what?”.
“To the question” I ventured.
“Yes, yes” he tut-tutted patiently, “But what is the question?”.
“Is Euthanasia the answer?” I asked again.  This time I’d forgotten
to fill my lungs and so the statement not so much explode out as
croaked out from the dry walls of my throat.  The silence grew.
This time the silence managed to bring the audience into it’s fold
and I could almost feel the stares of those around me.  I glanced
across to a few faces, willing somebody to say ‘Hear, hear”.
Nothing.  Blank stares.  
“Yes, you’ve said that much already” said the Expert with a smug
expression on his face.  “What I’m interested in, is, the answer to
what?”.
This cross examination wasn’t supposed to be in the script.
“I don’t know” I whispered.
“Sorry” said Eddie, “Could you repeat that?”.
“I said I don’t know” I repeated, shattered.  Oh ground, swallow me
up, swallow me down.  
“Do you even understand the meaning of the term Euthanasia?”
asked the Expert, tightening the torturer’s rack.
“No” I said, all my self confidence returning.  If there was one thing
I was confident about, it was that I didn’t know the meaning of the
term Euthanasia.
“Just as I suspected” said the Expert.  “This is a typical problem
with the young people of today.  They ask questions that they don’t
understand; they use terminology that doesn’t suit them, they are
bold and ill-mannered...” and away he went on a merry go round of
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self opinionated ramblings.  
I listened, horrified, as he criticised youth like me, while all the time
he failed to even try to deal with the question that I had read out for
him.  I was mortified.  I didn’t even manage to hear his whole
answer  because by now the bouncers had arrived, threw me out,
and told me that I was a proper chancer.  I was destroyed.
Áine told me later that her brother was given a standing ovation for
his answer, ( although in solidarity with me she had remained seated
in protest at his dirty trick).  When we met up with the rogue later
he thought it was the greatest stroke he had ever heard of although I
wasn’t able to lift my head among my friends for a fortnight.  I
learned the next day from a dictionary what the meaning of
Euthanasia was, that it was mercy killing for old people.  I could
think of one likely candidate for the Big E who if I had my way
wouldn’t live long enough to need Euthanasia.
He was sitting drinking his second cup of tea now, telling his mother
some yarn about JFK, an East German spy called Inga Binga and a
very unusual cure for migraine that Kennedy had practiced but the
telling of which wouldn’t bear repeating in family company.  In the
middle of this yarn I heard Mrs. Neeson saying that Kennedy was
still alive and that she had heard the story herself, almost from the
horses mouth. And, just like his mother before him, he swallowed
the story hook, line and sinker.
“Well that's a new twist, by God” he said.  “A major twist!”.
“We heard the story from a woman who was working as a nurse in
the hospital in Dallas” said Mrs. Neeson.  “She has the whole story,
details and everything, but apparently she was put under a oath of
silence by the CIA.  Isn’t that right?”.  The last question was
directed at me.  I hadn’t mentioned anything about oaths of silence,
but since it sounded convincing I denied nothing.
“An unbreakable vow” I said.  “And you don’t frig about with the
CIA if you know what's good for you”.  I nodded my head slowly
from side to side to emphasise the gravity of the final statement.
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“That's true enough” said the Expert, finding himself in agreement
with me for the first time in our collective lives.  I started to worry
that I might have said something wrong.  “Yes, the CIA is the boys
who know their business.  I once had some personal dealings with a
member of the CIA... He could tell you stories that would make
your hair straight and your toes curl”.
“You never told me anything about that, Eddie” said his mother.
“Where did you meet him?”.
“In the American Base” he answered.  “I met him in the Yankee
Base out the Limavady Road at a time when he was working from
there.  Under cover, of course”.
“Of course” said his mother.  She obviously knew about these
things.  “When abouts did this all happen?”.
“About ten years ago,” said the Expert.  “He was working as a
bartender in the Lucky Dollar Saloon, the pub the yanks had out
there for their R and R”.  He looked at me.  “That's Rest and
Recuperation” he said “Just in case you were wondering”. I wasn’t.
Even I knew what R and R was.  It was the recuperation I was
wondering about, and thought it might have something to do with
school. Wasn’t there some Saint Joseph of Cuperation or Cupertino
or someplace that we used to have to pray to when we were
studying at school?  The Expert was still talking.
“Yeah, I had a pass for that bar, which I got from a friendly marine -
I think his name was Camouflage”.  He laughed at his own joke.
No-one else seemed to notice it.  
The American Base was, just as the name suggested, an American
Base. A throwback to the Second Wolrd War, when US troops and
marines had been stationed in Derry as part of the guard for
shipping the base remained open after the war with some Derry
people befriending soldiers stationed there and gaining access to the
tax free shopping available to the US services.
“Yes, you used to be able to buy me Lucky Strike cigarettes at cost
price” said his mother.
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“A lucky strike indeed” said the Expert.  “Anyway, in this pub I
used to talk regularly to the CIA agent.  A spies life is a lonely life
you know”.
“And what was he doing as a spy in Ireland” asked his mother, full
of curiosity, as she lit a cigarette.  She passed the box my direction,
and I took four from it, and put two in my pocket while I pretended
to look for matches. I pushed the box back towards her and lit the
two cigarettes, giving one to Áine.  Then I settled myself back to
listen to the Expert’s lies in comfort.
“Well” he said, relishing his opportunity to address an audience,
“This man was telling me, one night late into the wee small hours,
that he had been given a contract to terminate with extremist
prejudice another spy operating in Creggan”.
I was a bit dubious about the 'extremist' prejudice, but Áine had
other doubts to raise.  “In Creggan? Another Spy?” said Áine, every
trace of doubt in her voice.  “And who was this guy spying for, the
FBI?  Or maybe it was for the KGB, eh?”.
“You’re right on both counts” said the Expert, mysteriously.  “As a
matter of fact this particular spy was working for the FBI, and then
got an offer he couldn’t refuse and defected to the KGB”.
“What was his name?” asked Mrs. Neeson.  She knew half of Derry
and the other half knew her.  “I might know the family”.
“Millar” replied the Expert.  “He was a lad by the name of Dusty
Millar”.
“Hmm.  I wonder what Millars that would be now” said his mother,
the lines of concentration collecting in furrows like a set of venetian
blinds across her forehead.  “I wonder was he one of the Millars
from the Post Office, or maybe one of the Millars who was a big
name in the Credit Union.  Mind you there were Millars up in
Creggan that I didn’t know either” she said, “Millars that did a bit of
greyhound breeding and Millars that kept lodgers”.  
“This was one of the Millars that did a bit of spying” said her son,
without any trace of sarcasm in his voice.  
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“Go on with the story” said Áine.  “What happened to this Millar
boy”.
“Well”, said her brother, “My contact said that one day a telegram
arrived for him at his job in the Lucky Dollar from his wife.  He
thought that this was a bit suspicious, considering that he didn’t
have a wife. The telegram began with the message ‘ When you have
a Dusty problem then its time to Hoover it away’.  Wasn’t that a
very clever code?”.
“I thought you said that he was in the CIA” said Áine.  “Wasn’t
Hoover the FBI boss”.
“That's easy to explain” said the Expert.  “The FBI can only operate
inside the USA so when they need to Hoover something up overseas
they ask the CIA for the assistance. You know very little about
spying, Áine, so just sit there and shut up”.
I thought that was a bit rude, but I decided to say nothing.  Áine was
well able to fend for herself.  
“As I was saying” continued the Expert, “My man in the CIA
eventually received his orders from the Pentagon.  Dusty Millar was
to be taken out of the game.  The problem was that the Yanks didn’t
want a messy business, and with all the armies that there are on the
streets here already, they didn’t want what they were about to do to
be mistaken by the Ruskies. No, this had to be professional, one that
the Russians would recognise as an inside job, as part of the trade”.
“So that they’d know that the Yanks had caught their spy out?”
asked Mrs. Neeson.
“Yeah” replied Eddie the Espionage Expert.  “This was Cold war
strategy.  Make the Kremlin think that the Yanks had broken up their
spying operation in Ireland”.
By this stage I was getting tired of Eddies story and was wishing he
would get to the point, but a curious thought occurred to me that
maybe there was no point to the story at all and that it was no more
and no less than another yarn.  I heard him mentioning something
about Carndonagh.
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“Millar was employed as a bus driver at the time” he went on.  “It
gave him a chance to drive about, undercover, an keep an eye out
for any US activity in the Derry and Donegal area”.
I could picture in my minds eye the troop carriers off the Donegal
coast and the Nuclear Missile Silos being built in the Bogside.  I
was thinking that Dusty Millars radio transmitter to Moscow must
have been gathering dust a lot of the time.
“Anyway, my friend in the CIA decided that the best place to do
whatever it was that had to be done would be in Donegal, across the
border, when Millar would be there driving his bus.  This way he’d
have no trouble with an alibi for being back in Derry.  In any case,
the plan was that the CIA agent wouldn’t actually be there himself
at the time of death”.
“I’m going to put on another pot of tea” said Mrs Neeson, “This is
all getting very exciting”.
“My man was delighted when he heard one day that Millar was
going to be driving a bus load of women from Ben Sherman’s shirt
factory that Friday night for a Hen Party, so he put his plan in
motion”.
“What had Ben Sherman’s got to do with the story?” asked Áine.
She was working in that factory since she had left school, as a
button-holer. It was a grand job, and she was able to get me a new
reject shirt nearly every week.
“Listen and you’ll hear” said the Expert, cryptically.  “He was
waiting in the Lilac Dancehall in Carndonagh when the bus arrived
and he followed the driver into the toilet.  When they were in there,
in all the crush of people, he was able to inject Millar with a slow
acting syringe full of a deadly poison before escaping back into the
dance hall.  The stuff was designed to go for the heart and before
very long the double agent could have been doing with a double
bypass”.
“Who wants tea?” asked Mrs Neeson, and I pushed my cup across
the table top towards her, watching the Expert’s annoyance at
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somebody interrupting his flow.  I had heard it said once that we are
what we eat.  If the same for true for what we drink then the
Neesons were Fine Gael Blueshirts to a man, since they did nothing
but drink Barry’s Tea all day long.  When the tea was poured he
continued.
“There were ninety Ben Sherman women on that double decker
bus” he said, putting emphasis on the ninety so that we would
remember the significance of it.  “Ninety.  Out goes Our Man in
Carndonagh to the women and spreads a rumour that the bus driver
wants a dance from every girl on the bus before the night is out.
Well, you know yourself how good natured the Derry factory
women are” - he looked across as me when he was saying this, as if
Áine going out with me was an act of charity or something - “and so
the women decided that they wouldn’t let him down”.  
Well the jist of the story was that for the next three hours non stop
the ninety athletic young women were queueing up to drag the
bewildered busdriver on to the dancefloor.  He was performing the
jive, bop dance, breakdance, slowdance, St Vitus’s Dance, doing the
rumba, the Timewarp and every other boogie that you can think of.
There were only three or four women left in the queue, the bride to
be amongst them, when Millar was struck by a massive heart attack
and collapsed in a writhing pile on the floor.  When the Expert
reached this climax,  he stopped for dramatic effect and looked at
each of us in turn as he drank a mouthful of tea.
“Some of the women” he said, “Were convinced that this was a new
dance that Millar was inventing when they saw him contorting and
convulsing about on the ground as the pains overcame him.  A few
of them were even lying down along with him trying to learn the
movements but gave up when they seen how complicated a
movement it was.  He was still on the floor when the band began to
play The Soldier’s Song, and a couple of young lads from Creggan
gave him a kick or two on the head because of his disrespect for the
National Anthem, for good measure before he died”.
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“He died?” asked Áine, blessing herself.  “He died there on the floor
of the dance hall?’.
“He did”.  
“Dusty he was, and unto dust he did return” said Mrs Neeson,
thoughtfully.
“Which goes to prove what I said earlier: you don’t frig about with
the CIA if you know what's good for you” I observed, having
considered that it was about time I spoke again.
“Hmm.  True enough” said the Expert.  “Which makes me wonder
what this cousin of your friends was doing blabbing her mouth off
to the likes of you, so that you could go round telling everybody you
meet your business”.
“I’m not a Russian spy” I answered, sharply.  “She probably though
her secret would be safe enough with a Derryman”.
“And it wasn’t” said Mrs.  Neeson.  “Its typical of the youth of
today. They couldn’t hold their own water. They have megaphones
instead of mouths.  When I was young we knew how to keep a
secret...”.
“You’re right again, mother” said a voice from the sitting room.
The kitchen door was half open and in through it walked Áine’s
father.  He always called his wife ‘mother’ so that people would
think that he was younger than her, though it was wishful thinking.
He wasn’t old, as parents go, but he looked aged. calling his wife
mother was the last hopeless effort to delude himself that he was
keeping a youthful appearance. He wasn’t.
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As Willie Neeson entered, he had a wild eyed, hair tossed look
about him, like a man who had minutes earlier been in his bed
asleep.  He gave a neutral glance in my direction and proceeded past
me to begin rummaging through the presses below the microwave in
a vain search for drink.  He had the same appetite for the jar as
everyone else in his family.  I remembered the opinion and advice
that he gave me once, when I was sitting waiting for Áine.  ‘There
are two problems with drink’ he reckoned.  ‘Firstly, there isn’t
always enough of it; and secondly when there is enough of it there
isn’t enough time to drink it before some shite will arrive looking to
drink half of it”. I felt the naggin bottle in my pocket.  That much
was safe.
“Oh, you’re up, Willie” said Mrs. Neeson.
“I am.  Sure how in under God could a body sleep with all the noise
that’s going on downstairs”.  He glanced in my direction again, this
time with a faint hint of recognition.  “Did you bring any drink back
with you?”.
“The Off License was shut when we came out of the dance” I said.
“We didn’t bring anything back”.
“Ah! The Youth of today.  You’re right, mother.  They have no
respect for their elders.  Why didn’t you go in to the bloody Off
License before the dance?”.
I felt like telling him that we did, but I left his question hanging. He
had by this stage picked up the tea pot and had proceeded to pour
himself a bowl full of tea.  He had no particular preference for a
bowl, I suppose, but reached for it because it was nearer to him than
a cup at that instant in time. Willie Neeson was a lazy, gruff and
ignorant man at times, a fact that worried me when I considered that
it might be a family trait that could surface in Áine later in life.  Or
in our children.  Or our grandchildren.  I shuddered at the thought
and ignored the slurping noise he was making from the bowl.

26



“Did anything happen to you tonight?” he asked the Expert. “I heard
you arguing with somebody outside before you came in”.
“I had a bit of a political dispute” his son answered.  “A few words
were passed between myself and Marcas Lennon”.
“The Stickey?”.
“The same one.  Him  and his Workers Party.  The same boy never
done a days work in his life.  He threatened to kneecap me if I gave
him any more lip”.
“You should be more careful, Eddie” said Áine.  I could hear that
she was genuinely concerned for he brother.  Blood is thicker than
water and I don’t think she wanted to see any of his draining from a
hole in his knee.  “You should be more careful because I heard that
Marcas Lennon is the OC of the Stickies”.
“And who told you that?”.
Áine looked across at me, and I narrowed my eyes.  She understood
the signal and replied that she had heard it someplace and it wasn’t
important who had told her. What was important was that it was
true.  I released the muscles of my stomach and let out a silent sigh.
I didn’t want my name connected with any loose talk - even if it was
loose talk about the Stickies.
The Stickies, or to give them their proper name, were the Official
IRA, one side of a split in the IRA which had happened in 1970.
Nominally to do with political positions, the Stickies were generally
considered to the the feft wing of the split while their rivals, the
Provisional IRA, or Provos, were accused by the Stickies of not
beingh on the left of Irish politics, a charge they vigourously denied.
Both sides claimed a direct line back to and beyond the leaders of
the 1916 Easter Rising, and so commemorated that Rising each
Easter by wearing a paper badge, symbolising an Easter Lily to
honour Ireland’s dead. The paper badge was usually fastened to the
coat lapel with a pin but the Officials, trying to show they were
different from the Provos, decided to move with the times and at
their first Easter outing produced sticky-backed badges, with no pin.

27



And so, in that simple action, was born a name which - no pun
intended - stuck, and the ‘Stickies’ were born. By 1972 they had
announced a permanent cease-fire, and ever since they had merrily
continued with their activities, denying everything in public and
swearing blind that their ceasefire was still intact. Like yeah.
The expert stared across at me and declared that he didn’t care if
Marcas Lennon was a full cousin of Marx and Lenin, that no Sticky
was going to threaten him, especially when the whole world knew
that the Stickies hadn’t any guns.  Poor Eddie.  He was that kind of
an Expert.
“OC is it, eh?  An OC without any Volunteers, that’s what I say
about him.  Where are his Volunteers, answer me that”.
“Maybe Elvis knows” I said under my breath.
“What’s that you said there?” he snapped.
“I said the devil only knows” I lied back.  “Sure, nobody knows
where their guns all disappeared to”.
“Right” he replied.  I knew he had heard what I said, but he let my
remark pass.
“They still have guns, alright, the same boyos” said his father.
“They have both guns and men and I’m sure women too, you can be
certain of that.  How else would they be able to carry out armed
robberies if they didn’t have arms eh?  Answer me that”.
“You’re right, Willie” said Mrs. Neeson, as she rose to put another
pot of tea on the cooker.  “And isn’t it a great pity that you resigned
from the Stickies at the time you did or we’d be living in the lap of
luxury now with the proceeds of the same robberies”.
“You know the reasons why I resigned, mother” he replied,
defensively.  “They were growing too militant for my liking.  I
wanted to see more constitutional methods”.
“Aye, well I know that.  You only joined them during the Christmas
ceasefire of 1971 and you had already resigned again before the
New Year when their campaign restarted”.
“Be that as it may” he said, “But I tried again to join them after
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that”.
“That's true” she agreed.  I had heard all this before.  “You tried to
join up when they called another ceasefire in 1972, but by that stage
the Stickies, God bless the mark, were becoming fussy about who
they’d allow to join them.  You missed the boat, Willie”.
“You mean he missed the gravy train” said the Expert.  This was
typical of Eddie.  No political principle at all.  If his father had still
been a Stickey now it would be all the same to him.  Áine, however,
thought differently.
“Stickey Bastards, anyway” she said.
That put an end to that particular conversation.  This was a Neeson
family custom that always amazed me, that they could argue the
night away among themselves, taking opposite sides of a position
and being very cruel to each other, and then suddenly one of them
would say something passionate and from the heart like ‘Stickey
Bastards, anyway’ and the rest of the family would stop arguing.  It
was almost as if they were saying, ‘well, if he or she believes in it
that much, what’s the point of us falling out about it’.
“Would you take a drink of vodka?” I asked suddenly, the sound of
my own spontaneous voice even surprising me as it broke the
silence.
“Does a duck fart under water? he asked.  “Where did you get the
vodka?”
“Here” I said, pushing the bottle towards him.  I could see by Áine’s
face that she was delighted with me.  She gave me a smile that said
sharing was better than hoarding. I knew that from the time I had
said the Off License was shut that she would have been
remembering that vodka, and her father down on his hands and
knees looking for a drink in the presses under the sink.
“I thought you said the Off License was shut?” said her mother.
“He did, and it was” replied Áine. “We bought that before the dance
to bring back for you”.
“You’s are drinking far too young these days” said her mother,

29



pouring a glass for herself.  “When I was your age young people
weren’t allowed to drink at all.  We had to take a pledge... isn’t that
right Willie”.
What I was wondering then was where she had managed to pick up
so much practice since the pledge ended.  She was never satisfied,
always complaining.  Maybe tomorrow I should stop speaking to
her again.  Life was so much easier when you didn’t have to worry
about people constantly nagging.
“Who took the picture of Kennedy down from the wall?” asked
Willie, when he noticed for the first time the framed portrait lying in
the centre of the table.
“I asked Áine to bring it in” said his wife.  “And Willie, sit down
until you hear the news:  JFK is still alive, and he’s living on the
island with Elvis and the Pope and Jim!”.
Willie Neeson was one of the most sceptical of people that I ever
met.  If he had been an Apostle they’d have called him Thomas.  It
was the same Willie Neeson who wrote a letter to the Derry Journal
when Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon, saying that the
whole performance was a Hollywood movie.  ‘How could it be
true? he asked in his letter to the editor when Armstrong took his
small step for man and his giant leap for mankind ‘How could it be
true that we are able to get pictures so clear as that from the moon
which is hundreds of thousands of miles away when we can’t even
get a clear picture from RTÉ in Dublin which is only a hundred and
fifty miles down the road?’.  That’s the kind of cynic that he was,
and I expected that he would immediately burst out laughing when
he’d hear about Kennedy being ‘alive’.
It’s a strange world.  Instead of bursting out laughing, his scepticism
ran the other direction.  He doubted that they were dead, because,
like his wife, he hadn’t seen them in their coffins.
“Well thank God” he said.  “Thank God that the poor President is
still alive”.
“Tell us this story again, you boy’ said the mother to me.  “Give us
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all the details”.
I took a deep breath, looked around the room and began my lying
again. I added in a few new details this time, I included Jackie’s
name a few times now that I knew her name and I put a lot of
emphasis on the importance of the vow of secrecy all the hospital
staff had to take that fateful day when Kennedy was shot, a vow that
my friends cousin had broken and that now we knew the truth.   To
add a bit of a flourish I finished off by saying that ‘people in the
know’ were sure that President Kennedy had taken refuge on a
island in the Pacific and would return to civilization ‘when the
world was a better place’.  I knew that Mrs. Neeson was convinced
that Elvis, the Pope and Jim reeves were all on an island in the same
ocean, and since I didn’t know how many islands there were out
there I reckoned that it would be a safe enough bet to say that JFK
was on the same one as the other three.  It was at that point that the
Expert interrupted to throw in his twopence worth.  He said he knew
better than me about the Pacific Ocean, and that there were
thousands of islands there, some very small and remote, some that
were no more than glorified rocks, and even some that had been
used for nuclear missile testing. When I heard this reference to
missile testing I decided to put the mixing spoon in again.  
“It wouldn’t be possible that JFK was killed in one of those nuclear
tests?” I asked innocently, eyebrows raised in a quizzical fashion.
“Dead?” shouted Mrs. Neeson.  “How could he be dead.  Did you
see him in  his coffin? Answer me that!”.
“I didn’t see him on the island either” I said, “but I accept that he is
- or he was - there at one time.  I’m only saying that it’s possible
that he may have been killed by nuclear fall-out after this explosion
that your Eddie mentioned occurred out there...”.
I knew that that had her.  I knew that she couldn’t or wouldn’t go
against he blue eyed son because she was convinced that he was an
expert on every aspect of life. The truth was that it was she herself
who had started this myth, year ago, that Eddie was a genius.  She
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was so surprised the day he passed his 11+ exam that she declared at
the bingo that night that she had a genius in the house.  
She used to keep the myth going herself.  All day long she’d be
listening to the radio and if a quiz came on and she heard the answer
she would tell the neighbours later that Eddie had answered the
question himself.  It was an easy task, seeing as there were no other
witnesses to this genius except herself.  She had long ago stopped
promoting the idea and long ago committed herself to believing the
idea that her son was a living oracle.  She turned to him now to hear
his opinion on the issue of the nuclear explosions.
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“Okay” he said, its true that there were some nuclear tests in the
Pacific... but they weren’t dangerous tests.  They were only small
nuclear bombs”.  He was making this up as he went along.
Suddenly he had an idea.  “And in any case” he said with
enthusiasm “I’m sure and certain that the US wouldn’t explode a
missile on an island if they knew that their President was living on
the island”.
“How would they have known?” asked Áine. If it was such a big
secret that the President was alive how would anybody know where
not to fire missiles at in the middle of a deserted ocean?”.
“That’s a good point, Áine” I said.  “exactly the question that I had.
I’m not saying that JFK’s life would have been in danger
deliberately, you understand, but how are we to know who launched
what rockets at what islands to test out nuclear warheads in the
years since poor President Kennedy died and that he hasn’t been
killed since then because of it”.
“Mother of God!” shouted Mrs. Neeson.  “Do you hear what you’re
saying?  If JFK died in that explosion, how could Jim and Elvis still
be alive?  And his Holiness Pope John Paul 1, are you trying to tell
me that he was murdered by this bomb as well?”.
The woman started crying and sobbing and was in distress.  Her
husband looked across at me.  “Are you happy now?” he snapped
“Are you satisfied now that you’ve left poor mother in tears?”.
“I was only saying...” I began to defend myself.
“You’d be far wiser keeping your mouth shut” he answered roughly,
cutting me off.
“I was only saying that there’s always a chance that they escaped
from the island before the explosions” I blurted out.
Mrs. Neeson’s eyes dried immediately. She looked instantly
hopeful. “Do you think so?  Do you think there’s a chance that they
escaped?”.
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“Why not?” I said.  “I mean, after all the CIA must know where
there President is, and I can’t see them allowing bombs to be
exploded if it was going to endanger his life”.
I was going deeper into this mire than I wanted to and I really
should have stopped digging, but at the same time I didn’t want the
woman to get more upset and for Áine to blame me.
“And did your friend’s cousin hear anything about that?” she asked. 
“If she did, she didn’t mention it” I said.
“Well of course, that secret would have been a much bigger secret
than the original secret, wouldn’t it.  Only a very small number of
people would have been permitted to have known that the President
and the others had escaped from the island, eh?”.
“Exactly”.
“Maybe Jackie herself didn’t even know” said the Expert.
“Yeah, maybe the CIA kept her in the dark about it” I said.  I didn’t
want Jackie getting too much blame.  She seemed like a nice person,
even though I still hadn’t managed to see her face since Mrs.
Neeson had so carefully removed her from the portrait.
“Oh, she knew alright, the disloyal bitch” spat Mrs. Neeson, poison
in her voice.  “She was far too busy out man hunting instead of
being out on the island with her poor sick and injured husband”.
“It would have been a lonely life out on the island” I said, “Sort of
like Robinson Crusoe and his woman Friday”.  I was determined not
to let Jackie shoulder too much of the blame.
“Lonely?” asked Mrs. Neeson.  “What's so bad about loneliness?
Haven’t I spent years out in this wilderness of Shantallow, married
to Willie?  Who could compare this place on a wet winter night to
Manhattan, eh?”.
“I did my best for you always, mother” said Willie, defensively.
“I didn’t say that you didn’t, Willie.  But if it’s the case that you’re
after doing your best for me, thank God you never did any less than
your best or I’d really have been in trouble”.
I was worried that I was going to be the unfamily witness to a bitter
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family argument now over Willie imprisoning his wife in the wilds
of Shantallow, a God forsaken territory with nothing to its credit
except a Dunnes Store and a Sports Complex.  Áine saved the day
and my embarrassment, however by directing the conversation back
to the topic of Kennedy, Elvis and the island - or rather their escape
from the said island just before the first nuclear strikes.
“Where do you think they would have gone to if they had escaped
from the island?” I asked the Expert.
“There's no ‘if’ involved” said her mother.  “They definitely got
away in time, probably on a boat.  Wasn’t President Kennedy the
Captain of one of those PE Boats during the War, Willie?”
“Indeed he was”.
“Well, that solves it” said the Expert, “They probably escaped to
another island”.
“In the same ocean?” I asked.
“I doubt that” said Willie.  “That would be like going from the
frying pan to the fire with all them rockets exploding round the
place.  No, I reckon that they escaped to an island where there
would be no danger of a nuclear strike, or to a country with no
nuclear weapons”.
“You’d be very lucky to find any place in the world that's free from
the threat of nuclear attack” said the Expert, pessimistically.  “Both
the Yanks and the Russians could very nearly explode a bomb on
your front doorstep now if they wanted to”.  
“What would they want to put a bomb on your doorstep for?”
inquired Áine.
“Its only a figure of speech” replied the Expert, impatiently.  “I’m
trying to show that there is nowhere really safe.  They’d be as safe
walking the streets of Derry as they’d be anywhere else”.
“I hope they’re prepared to be tapped for their ‘odds’” I said,
remembering that we had given our last penny away outside the
Stardust.  It was nearly four o’clock in the morning and I hadn’t the
price of the taxi home.  I didn’t relish the thought of that long walk
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home.   “Is your lodger in yet?” I asked.
“I’ve already told you often enough that he isn’t a lodger.  He’s a
guest” answered Áine.
Guest indeed, and him paying a high rent to Áine’s father for the
privilege  of staying with them.  The first time I had called Hugh,
the lodger, Willie nearly erupted at the cheek of me mentioning the
word. I could understand his worry.  Willie was on the dole and he
was afraid that he’d lose whatever benefits he was on if the Dole
discovered that they had a lodger under the same roof.  And so the
lodger became the guest.  Willie had spent ages explaining to me
that the lodger was a nephew of his wife’s and that they were doing
an act of charity to put him up.  I never believed that, of course.
One night I was at a disco in the Waterside and who was on the
stage, spinning the discs, with a fine American Mid Atlantic accent
and one of Terry’s five hundred yellow BCR suits on him, but
Hugh, the lodger.  After the dance I mooched a lift with him for me
and Áine back to Shantallow.
The whole way back Áine lay as if she was sleeping while I picked
all the news from your man.   It wasn’t long before I found out that
there was no relationship between him and the Neesons at all, apart
from the financial relationship where he’d pay his rent every Friday.
I don’t know if Áine was awake or not, in any case she wouldn’t
have wanted to hear what we were talking about considering that
she was very honest about dole matters.
“Okay” I said, compromising to Áine’s father’s objections.  “Where
is Hugh tonight?  Is he in yet?”.
“Not yet” replied Mrs Neeson.  “He’s a judge tonight in some Fancy
Dress competition over in the Everglades Hotel, and it will be late
before he’s home”.
“It’s late now” said the Expert looking at his watch.  I gazed
carefully at his face while he scrutinised the face of the watch.
Sometimes I suspected that the Expert wasn’t able to read the time
at all.  Every time that the time was mentioned he would say
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something like ‘it’s late’ or ‘is it that time already?’ or ‘it’s later than
I thought’.  But for all that I had never heard him actually saying the
exact time.  I looked at him, now, almost able to see him saying ‘the
big hand is at four...’.
“What’s the right time?” I asked, attempting to put my theory to the
test, but as usual, Mrs. Neeson was too quick for me.  She glanced
at the kitchen clock and said that it was coming up on four o’ clock.
“Have you no bed to go to?” asked Áine’s father.
“I’m going to wait and see if Hugh will give me a lift home” I said,
defiantly.
“I hope you have money to pay for the taxi” said the Expert.  “We
don’t want any fly by night rip off merchants hanging round trying
to take advantage of our guest”.
“I’ll have the money, don’t you worry” I said.  I noticed Áine
yawning a couple of healthy intake of yawns and remembered that
she would need to be rising again soon to go to work.  “Áine can go
on to bed if she wants... are you tired, love?”.
“A bit tired” she yawned back at me.  “It’s okay.  I’ll wait a few
more minutes to see if Hugh comes and if you get a lift”.
“Could this lad not sleep here for the night, mother?” asked the
Expert, innocence all over his face.  “You know it wouldn’t do a bit
of harm if he was sleeping over here from time to time...”.
The sly Eddie.  I knew exactly what was on his mind when he was
making this request for me to sleep over.  Yours truly would then
become his foot in the door and sole argument and excuse for him to
bring his own girlfriends over to stay for the night from time to
time, something, needless to say, that was not allowed at present.  In
recent times I had heard him saying to his mother about ‘the modern
way’ of doing things and that it might be good for Áine and me if
we were ‘to spend a bit more time on our own’.  Oh, he was very
diplomatic about it all, and kept on about liberation and how he was
making these arguments for my sake, but I knew what he was at.  I
had seen him a couple of night with various women, and no wonder
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that he was trying to get the ground rules revised in his house.  But
Áine was having none of it, and so I was resigned to having none of
Áine.  A simple equation, and one that I could live with without the
Expert trying to use  me for his own selfish ends.  Mrs. Neeson was
speaking.
“... and as I was saying, there’ll be none of this ‘staying over’ in this
house until the two of them are married.  Jesus, what am I saying?
I’m not trying to say that you’ll even be marrying my daughter” she
said.
“Well, you can be sure I’m not going to marry your son” I said.
“And do I not get a say in all this?” asked Áine.
“You do indeed, darling” said her father.  “There’ll be nobody in
this house ever getting married against their will.  Unless of course
they have to get married.  You’re not pregnant are you?”.
“Don’t be silly.  Of course I’m not pregnant”.
“There’s nothing silly about it” said Eddie.  He still hadn’t given up.
He was quite willing to see his own sister’s future being sacrificed
to assist in his own plans.  “Indeed there’s nothing silly about it
when you think about it.  In fact you could almost say that it’s part
of the culture now”. 
“So that’s what you call culture now, is it?” said Mrs. Neeson.
“When I was young it was the Irish dancing and the  Irish language
that we called the culture”.
“And the camogie” said her husband.  “Don’t forget the camogie”.
“I wouldn’t forget the camogie” she answered.  “Haven’t I medals
upstairs for the runners up in Celtic Park from before the war.  And
now you’s are trying to tell me that it’s this Pre Marital sex that’s
part of the culture.  You should be ashamed of yourself”.  She flung
these last words at me.  
“I never opened my mouth” I said in my own defence.  “It was
Eddie that suggested all this”.
“I’m only saying” said the Expert, knowing that he was being put on
the spot, “I’m only saying that pre-marital sex, or for that matter any
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sex, before or without marriage, is now part of the way of life or
culture in this country.  People have had a change of mind about all
these things”.
“Not in this house, they haven’t” said both of Áine’s parents, and
that was the end of that discussion.
“Were there many Brits on the road tonight?” asked Willie, nudging
my arm.
“There were  a few of them around Waterloo Place” I replied.
“Apart from that squad I didn’t see many of them on the way here”.
“There was a big patrol of them here earlier” said Mrs. Neeson.
“Were they raiding a house?” asked Áine.
“They were.  And they had set up a checkpoint down at the corner
there below us”.
“There wouldn’t be much traffic to stop on that road” said the
Expert.  “Did anything happen to bring them around”.
“Somebody or other released from jail, I think” said Willie.  “I
heard some talk about it in the pub last night”.
“Who was it?” I asked.
“I don’t know” he said, rising.  “There isn’t a drop of tea left in that
pot, mother, is there?”.
“No.  Will I put on another pot?”.
“I wouldn’t refuse” he answered.
“Sit down, mammy, I’ll make it for you” said Áine, rising.
“Thanks, love.  Make a full pot, Hugh should be back soon now and
maybe he’d like a cup too”.
“Does none of you know who this man who was released from jail
is?” asked the Expert, to the assembled company.
“Who said it was a man?” asked Áine.  “Isn’t it possible that it was
a woman?”.
“It’s possible, but I thought that me da said...”.
“I said ‘somebody’.  I didn’t say it was a man or a woman”.
“Does it matter?” asked Mrs. Neeson.  “As long as some poor cratur
is out of jail, what are we doing arguing about whether he was a
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man or a woman”.
“That’s true” agreed Áine.  “The only thing is that Eddie here seems
to exclude women from the world except when he’s thinking of
sex”.
That shut the Expert up.  For a minute I could feel the male bonding
coming on in solidarity with him, but I soon overcame it.  A cold
stare from Áine demanded my support for her.  “You’re right, Áine.
Men only think of life in terms of men”.
“Lets try this again.  Does none of you know who this woman who
was released from jail is?” asked the Expert, to the assembled
company.  “Surely some of us know who she or he is”.
“If the Brits are sitting waiting outside the house then it won’t be
long until the whole estate knows who it is” said Willie, a trace of
envy in his voice.
“Maybe there’ll be a welcome home party organised” the Expert
said, ever hopeful of a free drink.
“Would you go if there was a party?” asked Áine.  “You have a
brass neck.  You’d hardly put a penny in the PDF collection and
here you are now talking about going to a welcome home
celebration for some prisoner being released from gaol.  Have you
no scruples?”.
He clearly didn’t know what a scruple was.  “How do you know
what I put in any collection?” he asked, feigning hurt. The PDF
collection was a regular feature of any night out in Derry and other
places, where supporters of the prisoners would go from pub to pub
collecting for the Prisoners’ Defendants Fund. Most people
contributed from a sence of solidarity since almost everone in the
town knew a neighbours or a friend who had a loved one locked up.
“I know rightly what you put in” Áine answered.  “I remember the
night in the 7.20 when they were collecting for clothes for the
homeless and you threw a duffel coat button into the box, telling
everybody that it was a start”
“I was joking” he replied.
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“You did the same one Sunday at mass...”.
“That’s different” he said, more confidently.  He was on safe ground
now, being able to make a principle out of his stinginess.  In this
house his father and himself were often on the one side complaining
about the church.  The story had it that when the Expert was making
his First Communion years before that Willie had told the parish
priest that he was thinking of sending the Boy Prodigy off to the
Priesthood.
“And is it because he’s a very religious boy?” asked the priest.
“Not in the least religious, father” said Willie, “But its the only job
in Derry I can think of where he’ll get a house, a suit and a new car
free every year for as long as he’s in the job”.
“I disagree with giving money to the church while the Bishop is
living in his big palace” the Expert was saying now.
“And let us not forget the Pope living in his big mansion of a
building in Rome either” said Willie. They were on to their
favourite subject now.
“And is poor Pope John Paul 1 living in a palace?” asked Mrs.
Neeson.  “We don’t even know if he has a roof over his precious
head tonight after having to escape from that bloody island and the
nuclear rockets!”.
That put a damper on that bit of heretical seditious talk, and a
silence descended on the room.  A guilty silence.
Poe John Paul 1 was Mrs Neeson’s favourite Pope. If there had been
Top Trump Pope cards, she would have wanted John Paul The First
in her hand. I wasn’t sure why she was so fond of this particular
Pope seeing as he had only lasted a month before his mysterious
death. It was that mystery, that sudden, unexpected end to a career
that she couldn’t take. Just as with the early demise of Elvis, or Jim
Reeves or JFK, Mrs Neeson just said no, no, I am not accepting this.
They are not dead, there must be some deeper explanation. Her
family agreed.
“As far as I’m concerned” said the Expert “He is still the Pope, and
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I’m sure God won’t see him stuck”.
“That’s it” said Willie, trying to avoid the Maggie Thatcher like
stare that his wife was giving him, “He is God’s anointed on Earth
and Eddie is right. God will take care of his own”.
“God’s help is nearer than the door” I said, agreeing with the
consensus of the men.  “Who knows, but at this very minute that the
Pope is living in some palace and well away from the threat of
bombs and nuclear attacks”.
Mrs. Neeson stared at each of us in turn.  She didn’t seem very
convinced.  She stopped when her eyes met Áine’s.  “What do you
think, Áine?”.
“I don’t know.  I don’t think that the Pope is going to end up
drinking Mundies wine in Foyle Street... I have a feeling that he’ll
make it okay”.
Mrs.  Neeson wasn’t surrendering yet to the heights of optimism.
“What about Jim?  What about Elvis?” she asked.  “Do you think
that they’ll be safe enough to walk the streets without some gulpin
recognising them and destroying their privacy?   They won’t be able
to go out the doors without being exposed, and photographers from
the tabloidsl running round after them taking their pictures.  Isn’t
that the reason that they left the public eye in the first place, and
now here you all are thinking that it would be safe enough for them
to come back again, and risk their secrets with the way that the
world is?”.
“Maybe they would look different now” I ventured, naively.
“Different?” replied Mrs. Neeson, in a voice that was sour with
sarcasm.  “How in God’s name could they look different?”.
“Well...”  I needed to put this very delicately.  “Well, they’d be older
now.  People tend to look a bit different when they’re older than
when they are younger”.
“Don’t be talking complete rubbish” she answered.  “That’s
ridiculous.  Are you trying to tell me that the Pope or Jim’s face
would be different?  How could a hero like Elvis ever look any
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different. eh?  Answer me that!”.
“Maybe their hair has gone gray” I offered, meekly.
“Your hair would be bloody gray too if people were firing nuclear
rockets at you and you having to jump from island to island to save
your life” she shouted.  Oh, she was raging mad at me now.
“Elvis will never go gray” said Eddie the Elvis Expert.
I receded out of the conversation and let them continue on alone
with their dispute about the colour of Elvis’ hair and the look of
eternal youth on Jim Reeves face and how Kennedy had a perfect
tan.  It was clear to me that Áine’s mother would never tolerate the
idea of her champions appearing any different to the image which
they had during their hey-day in the sixties or the seventies.  
During their debate, Áine was sitting quietly beside me, her fingers
interlocked with mine.  If at any time I made any signs of re-
entering the conversation she would tighten the grip on my hand,
warning me not to endanger the pleasant and relaxed atmosphere we
were enjoying in our own private world.  Her head gradually slipped
across on to my shoulder and I folded my arm around her.  Warm
breath incubated sweet thoughts and from the thoughts dreams grew
strong.  At times I thought she was asleep, but then she would stir
slightly, moving a little to find a more comfortable position for her
head.  We spoke no words but we understood each other perfectly.  I
was in love, and when you are in love spontaneous fluttering
heartbeats erratically replace the boring regularity of words.  I was
happy and wanted nothing to penetrate that bliss, but life is cruel
and fate deals us equally cruel blows.  From behind me the opening
of a door was signalled by a drop of temperature carried forward on
the breast of an unwelcome breeze which heralded the return of the
lodger.
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“Good night to you all” he said evacuating himself from the
unpleasant confines of a damp coat and proceeding to shake it
without a hint of apology around all who were seated in the kitchen.
“Thats a wet night outside”.
“It’s a wet night inside too” said Willie, dryly.  Or wetly, because
from his position he seemed to have been the benificiary of most of
the water flying from Hugh’s coat.
“Did you not shake that coat before you came in?” asked the Expert.
“No.  Would I be shaking it now if it was already shook?” he
replied.  The lodger was no dozer either, when I came to think about
it.
“Would you like a cup of tea, Hugh?” asked the woman of the
house, trying to avert an argument.  “There’s a fresh pot on the
stove”
“I never said no to a cup of tea yet” he replied, affably.
“This fella was looking for a lift home” said Áine, remembering
why I had lingered so late. “That’s if you don’t mind”.
“Are you in a hurry?” he inquired.  I told him that I wasn’t and to
drink his tea.
“He has no money” declared the Expert slyly.
“It doesn’t matter about the money” responded the lodger.  “I’m not
a taxi”.  Nor was he a lodger but that didn’t stop the Neesons taking
his rent off him every week.
“Thanks” I said.  “I’ll have money this week when I get my Giro.
I’ll fix you up then”.
“Forget about it” said Hugh.  “I’ll drink this mouthful of tea and get
my breath back, then we’re off”.
I watched Mrs. Neeson preparing the supper for the lodger and the
Expert’s greedy eyes taking in the chocolate biscuits left on the plate
for Hugh.  Once he tried to lift one but his mother skillfully rapped
the back of his hand and remarked that ‘he who pays the piper calls
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the tune’.  I searched my pockets and extracted the two cigarettes
that I had nicked earlier from Mrs. Neeson’s box and stretched one
over to Áine while deftly placing the other between my lips.  I knew
that no-one in this house would expect me to have a spare cigarette.
I had acquired, unfortunately, the name of a man who never had a
smoke to spare except on Dole day.  Tonight was the eve of that
fortnightly occasion - the fated date when a Giro would arrive that
would keep me from the Poor-house.
“General Interbank Recurring Order” said the Expert. “That’s what
a Giro is.”
“No, it’s a cheque I get every fortnight with my dole money,” I said.
“Same thing” said the Expert, who might well have been the only
person in Derry who had the personality that would try to find out
what the word Giro meant. “Your dole is recurring, isn’t it?
I lit the cigarette and enjoyed the hit at the back of my throat.  The
first drag of a cigarette was always the best.  I was once given a
packet of cigarette from Russia, the nickname they had was
‘sputniks’.  Now there was a design in nicotine efficiency.  The
cigarette consisted of an empty hollow tube of paper for the most
part, except for a half inch of tobacco rammed up at the front.  The
Russians must have figured, like me, that the best part of the smoke
was the initial drag, and so didn’t bother wasting tobacco in the
remainder of the tube.  That was sensible, that was life being evenly
divided, I thought to myself as I enjoyed my smoke.  
And then I compared it with my own experience.  Here I was
smoking a cigarette that I had to bum or steal, without job or hope
of a job and fulfilling the biblical promise that ‘the poor we’ll
always have with us’.  Across the room from me sat Hugh Collins,
the lodger, a DJ by trade who made his money by spinning disks at
dances and private parties where he played under the stage name
Captain America. Rumour had it he even had a skin tight Captain
America suit. No one I knew had ever seen him in it - or wanted to.
I didn’t even consider his job to be work.  When I thought of all the
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idle days that I had passed at home, playing my limited collection of
records on the stereo, without the money to cross the door, I thought
of how ill divided the world was. Top of The Pops LPs with
unknown singers trying their best to impersonate the big name
groups who really had the hits, it was like so much of what life had
dealt us. A parallel existence that wasn’t quite as good as it should
have been,  Hugh would be paid for his pleasure while all I would
get was abuse from my ma’ about the level of noise from the music
centre.
It wasn’t as if I wasn’t looking for work.  I was.  I was looking and
so were the rest of my friends, and the thousands of others in the
queue who knew that life held nothing in store for us.  I wiped a tear
from my eye.  The words of a song from the Stardust earlier drifted
into my mind ‘I ain’t crying, mister, I’ve got something in my
eye.’The cigarette smoke had curled back into my face and was
stinging my tired eyes.  I looked across at Willie, Áine’s father. I
might laugh at his years on the dole but I sometimes had the scary
feeling that I would end up the same way and that the only
difference between us was age and the length of time on the dole.  I
caught Áine’s eye for a second, and made a silent pledge that one
way or another I would break us out of this trap we were in.
A thought, seeded in desperation, and fertilized by the night’s
conversation was growing in my head. It wasn’t a pleasant thought,
it wasn’t a thought I’d want to admit to publicly, but neither could I
rid myself of it.  It was lodged there and refused to budge. It
demanded my conscious attention, it cried out that I pick it up and
examine it’s faces and not turn a blind eye on it’s presence.  It was a
thought which had voices, the voices of the heroes Mrs. Neeson
idolised, calling to me seductively like Greek Sirens that they
were... Shit, what kind of madness was this in my head.  I was going
down the same sorry road as Mrs. Neeson, thinking that ‘what if?’;
‘what if they were alive?’ A frightening glimpse of me, in years to
come, gripped me.  I could see myself in the madhouse, ambling,
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slow-footed in a long row of equally ambling slow-footed patients,
our only contact with the outside world our memories, and the
fading memories of the phobias and fears and phantoms and
fantasies that had brought us here.  I focussed on the conversation
again, trying to evade my own imagination.
“Definitely, there’d still be a lot of Royalties and money coming in”
the expert was saying.  “I’m certain that Elvis was smart enough to
have something arranged with his solicitors before he ‘died’ to keep
himself rolling in the dough after his demise”.
“And who would be looking after the royalties?” asked Mrs.
Neeson. “He would need a very honest solicitor to take care of his
interests, wouldn’t he?”.
“Do you know any solicitor that would meet that criteria?” asked
her husband, bitterly.  “I can’t find even one honest solicitor who is
willing to put in an appeal for me against the unlawful
imprisonment that I suffered in 1969.  I hope Elvis has more luck in
Gracelands than what I had in this land in finding a lawyer that he
can trust”.
“Jesus, listen to the Shantallow One” replied Mrs. Neeson.  “Three
months was all that you did. You’re going on there about it as if you
had spent your whole life in prison, Willie”.
“Well, I was there for being Irish, that’s for sure”.
“You were there for being full of Irish Whiskey, you mean”.
“If I was, I was sober for the next three months” he replied.  “You
wouldn’t have seen a drop of drink in Crumlin Road in that time.
Nowadays, they tell me that poitin is nearly part of the diet in Long
Kesh”.
“If it was, you wouldn’t be sitting here, Willie. I declare to God
you’d nearly go into the prison itself for a free drink”.
“Ah, that’s not fair, mother.  I wouldn’t go that far” he answered,
hurt by the suggestion.  “And you” he said to me, “Have you any
more alcohol left in that magic pocket of yours?”.
“You got what I had” I answered.
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“I might have a Six Pack in the car” said Hugh, half-rising from the
chair.
“Don’t bother rising” said Áine’s father.
“Don’t bother?” repeated Áine’s mother, in disbelief.  “Thats’s a
turnaround in the state of affairs”.
“I mean, don’t bother rising.  Give me the keys and I’ll go out and
carry in the carry-out”.
Hugh took the keys from his pocket and handed them over to Willie.
The lodger was well practised by this stage with the Neeson
behaviour, I suppose.  When Willie left the room Mrs. Neeson
inquired of Hugh if there had been a big crowd out at the
competition in the Everglades.  Mrs. Neeson had never ventured so
far across town as to see the Everglades for herself, and for all she
knew about it, the building might as well be in the deep Southern
States of America in the real Everglades as across the river Foyle.
Willie often promised that some fine night they would make the trip
across.  ‘Our day will come’ she used to say.  I was sure it would.
When Willie returned to the room I noticed that he had a beer bottle
box in one hand and a white beret in the other. Juggling and
arranging he managed to shift the box of bottles to a more secure
position under his arm, and he then tossed the white beret across to
Hugh.  It was a small white skull cap made of a silky looking
material.
“That was lying on top of the sixpack” he explained, opening the
first bottle of Smithwicks.  “I decide to bring it in with me, I thought
you’d maybe forgotten it”.
I knew straight off that this was a case of Willie’s curiousity getting
the better of him and that that was the reason that he had brought the
cap in from the car.
“Ah” said Hugh, pulling the cap down onto his own skull.  “It’s the
Pope’s White Cap.  Doesn’t it suit me?”.
“The Pope’s White Cap?” asked Mrs. Neeson in surprise.
“Yeah” laughed Hugh.  “The Pope won First Prize in the Fancy
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Dress competition tonight.  Elvis nearly won it, but the Pope was a a
shade better”.
“The Pope?” said Mrs. Neeson and the Expert together, their voices
reaching the same pitch of pure astonishment.  “Elvis?”.
“That’s right” replied the Lodger, innocently.  “A couple of guys
who were out with us tonight in the Everglades at the disco.  One of
them took the First place and the other came a close second.  It was
a pity that there was no prize for the Runner-up, that guy really had
the Elvis look about him”.
“Holy Mother of God!” shouted Mrs.  Neeson.  “Do ye all hear that.
The Pope and Elvis were out in the Everglades tonight while I was
sitting here by the fire, not even knowing they’d be there”.
“I don’t mean that it was the Pope and Elvis in person who were
there” said Hugh.  “What I meant was that it was some people who
looked very like them...”
He didn’t get to finish his sentence.  I knew what was coming and
sat quietly hoping that Hugh wouldn’t laugh too loud.
“How do you know that it wasn’t the Pope himself?” asked Mrs.
Neeson.
“Well, I don’t” he answered.  “Except of course that this particular
Pope has been dead for the past five years”.
“Which Pope was it?”.
“John Paul 1.  He told me that his name was John Paul”.
“And did you not believe him?  Do you think the Pope would tell
you lies?”.
“It’s not that I didn’t believe him. John Paul The First was his stage
name, the name that he was using for the competition, you know?.
There was another guy there dressed as Napoleon, but I didn’t ask
him if he was really Napoleon.  It was all  a bit of fun”.
“Sweet Heart of Jesus, I don’t believe this.  How stupid can you
get?” asked Mrs, Neeson.  “It was the Pope himself, you idiot”.
“It was not” said Hugh, derisively.  “John Paul 1 is dead”.  
The lodger didn’t know about Mrs. Neeson’s mad theories, but I
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was sure that before he’d get much older that he was going to learn
all about them.
“Dead?” she shouted. “How do you know that he’s dead? Did you
see the body?  Did you see the body?”.
“No, but...”.
“But, my arse” she screeched.  “You didn’t see the body, how can
you believe that he’s dead?”.
“I believe that he’s dead because I saw the funeral on the TV” said
the lodger, almost in a panic at the way a relatively innocent
conversation was turning.  Up front he was trying to get a grip on
what Mrs. Neeson was babbling on about, while behind that he was
probably bursting to laugh, convincing himself that Mrs. Neeson
was only joking. However this was no joke, this was Mrs. Neeson at
her deadly most serious.  As far as she was concerned the Pope and
Elvis had been in the town tonight and because of the stupidity of
the lodger in not recognising them, they had slipped through her
clutches.  That was a mistake that she wouldn’t forgive him lightly.
I detected the sound of Willie opening another bottle from the Six-
pack. Willie had appropriated a second bottle before the rest of us
had a sniff of our first.  I grabbed a couple for myself and Áine, who
by now was almost asleep on my shoulder.  Her warm breath made
tickling ripples along my neck and it was a luxurious, relaxed
feeling.  To relaxing.  There was drink to be drunk.  I nudged her
and gave her our share of the beer.
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“What was the Pope wearing?” asked Mrs. Neeson.
“The guy who was dressed as the Pope?”.  The lodger was a bit
slow on the up-take.
“The Pope” replied Mrs. Neeson, firmly and frostily, with shades of
Maggie Thatcher creeping into her tone.
“He was dressed like..., like - the Pope” said Hugh. “He was
wearing a white soutane, and he had that white skull cap on his
head”.
“And how did you come into possession of it?” she asked,
threateningly.  “Did you steal the Pope’s white cap?”.
“I don’t know.  Maybe he left it in my car”.
“In your car?” asked the Expert.  “What was he doing in your car”.
“Hold on Eddie” said his mother. “I’m asking the questions here”.
“Sorry, Mother” replied her contrite son.  “Your witness,
counsellor.”
“What was he doing in your car” asked Mrs. Neeson.
“I gave him a lift home from the Everglades... but not to Rome mind
you...”.  He was laughing at his own joke and I was smiling too, but
Mrs. Neeson soon wiped the smile off our gubs with the look she
gave us.
“The Pope was in your car tonight?” she asked, slowly rotating the
words, sense and meaning of the phrase round and round in her head
like some verbal Rubik Cube.
“Himself and his friend who looked like Elvis” said Hugh. “They
were looking for a lift to Donegal after the disco”.
“I don’t understand this” said the Expert, and hearing him saying
that he didn’t understand something, anything, was an admission of
great importance.  
“What do you not understand, Eddie?” asked his mother.
“What the Pope would be doing at a disco”.
“He wasn’t exactly at the disco” replied the Lodger.  “Him and the
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Elvis character were sitting at the bar when the Fancy Dress
competition started and the manager of the place awarded him the
prize as ‘Best Costume’ of the evening.  He told me himself that he
wasn’t expecting to win, that the costume was ‘just an aul’ thing I
threw on me before coming out for a drink”.
“You say he had a friend with him?”
“That’s right. The Elvis lookalike.  There’s no doubt that he looked
like the King except that he was far too fat to be Elvis.  I think the
winner took the prize because he was far better at the Italian accent
than Elvis was at the American accent.  I reckon myself that they
were a pair of chancers from Muff out for the evening.  I gave them
a lift as far as the checkpoint out the Culmore Road.  They’re
probably still out there thumbing as I doubt if there’ll be much
traffic at this time of the morning”.
He stretched his hand across and grabbed the final bottle from the
six-pack just before Áine’s father put his hand on it.  He was
learning.
Mrs. Neeson was strutting around the small kitchen like a dog with
two tails and not knowing which of them to wag the most.  She was
growing more and more excited and, unbelievable as it appeared to
me, she was barely able to speak.  However, the inability to speak
was a circumstance not desired by Mrs. Neeson and she regained
her faculties quicker than the father of John the Baptist.  “You’re
telling us” she began, including me in the ‘us’ whether I wanted to
be included or not, “You’re telling us that you had the Pope and
Elvis in your car this evening, not half an hour ago, not half a mile
from this house, and that you didn’t even bring them round to say
hello to us?  In the name of All that’s Holy what type of generation
are we rearing?  What type of idiots are coming into the world?  Are
you all going mad or what?”.
Naturally enough I wasn’t too happy about being included in the
same generation as the lodger.  I’m not saying that he was old or
anything, but it’s a fact of life that I have come to observe that DJs
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as a rule are older than the people dancing to their music. I could
think of all the DJs on the BBC and on RTÉ and then Hugh.  He was
no exception to the general principle that I had noticed.  Mind you,
if I was offended at being included in his genereation he was more
than happy to be included in the younger generation, even if it
meant taking the rap for the follies of youth at the same time.  He
swallowed another drop from the bottle.
“I didn’t say that the real Pope and Elvis were with me, Mrs.
Neeson.  All I’m saying is that a couple of chancers from Muff or
down the road someplace arrived in the Everglades tonight dressed
as Elvis and the Pope and that I gave them a lift to the border.
That’s not the same as saying that the Real Thing was in my car at
all...”.
Poor Hugh.  He still didn’t seem to comprehend.  Mrs. Neeson was
determined to change that.  If she said that the Pope was in Hugh’s
car, then the Pope was in Hugh’s car.  He would eventually have to
agree with that, it was a simple as that.
She was examining the white cap now, holding it in veneration in
her hands as if it was a holy relic.  It was a wet from the rain
outside.  She almost blessed herself, as if it was holy water.  I
watched her fingering the hem, and then she turned the hat inside
out and suddenly let a gasp of astonishment escape from her lips.
“D’ye see that?” she cried excitedly.  “Look at the label!”.
Her husband took the cap from her hands and scrutinised the label,
then he too gave a gasp.  He in turn silently passed it on to the
Expert  and it made its pilgrimage around the room, inviting gulps
and swallows of shock, consternation, delight and amazement from
each of the assembled Neesons and guests. When the garment
finally reached me, I was in a state of readiness for my own
inevitable surprize but I could not have prepared myself for what
was there, and I too gave my shock expression by way of a sudden
intake and expulsion of air.  Inside the cap, written on the label, was
the following message:
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‘If this cap should chance to roam
Give it a kick and send it home”
Pope John Paul 1
The Vatican
Rome
Thank You. Grazie
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Something very strange was going on here and I was no longer sure
what it was.
“Áine, love, run upstairs and wake your sister” said Mrs. Neeson.
She was in charge of herself again now, and she had gained a new
strength in her voice and in her bearing.  “Willie, we’re going out.
Eddie, get that Italian phrase book that you had a few years ago”.
“What Italian phrase book, Mother?” he asked, innocently.
“The one that you bought when you thought that you won that
competition in the Derry Journal a few years ago”.  She turned to
the lodger.  “Did I ever tell you about that?”.
“No, you didn’t” answered the lodger and I noticed that the Expert
was making a hurried exit from the room.
“Eddie, there.  Well he entered this competition one week in the
Journal. It was for a seat on a pilgrimage to Rome  but when he was
sending in the answer didn’t he send the letter to the Sentinel by
mistake.  And do you know what they did in the Sentinel?  They
threw the answers in the bin, instead of forwarding the thing on to
the Journal.  Wasn’t that malicious?”.
“It was” agreed the lodger.
“Would it not have been smarter to have sent the answer on to the
Journal in the first place?” I asked, politely. I knew teasing Áine’s
mother about her son being stupid enough to send the letter to the
wrong papers would rise her. Everybody in Derry knew the great
rivalry based along the historic poitical and religious faultlines of
their respective readerships that divided the two local papers. “I
didn’t know Eddie read the Sentinel?”
“Who’s asking for your opinion?” she barked back.  “It was a low
trick of the Sentinel not to let my son win the competition. Eddie
told me the following week that he had written all the right answers
in his entry, but that unfortunately he had posted it to the wrong
paper.  That happens” she remarked proudly, “When people are
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sending a lot of letters regularly to the papers.  How many letters
have you ever had published in a newspaper? Eh?”.
There was a challenge in that last question which I didn’t bother
responding to.  I knew well the type of letters that the Expert was in
the habit of writing, all of them under some pen name like ‘Catholic
Mother of 16 children’; or ‘Loyal follower of Derry City FC since
1928’.  I don’t believe that he ever had a single letter published, but
he claimed plenty.  Any letter that appeared under a pen name
would be admitted to, regardless of his right to do so, by the Expert.
According to his naive mother her son had put pen to printed paper
under various guises being known at different stages as ‘Concerned
from Creggan’, ‘Waterside Worker’, ‘Pennyburn Pedestrian’,
‘Former St. Columb’s College Boarder’ and any other name that
took his fancy.  Who could contradict his authority when there was
nothing as evidence except the anonmity of a pen name to work
from.  I ignored Mrs. Neeson’s question and she took my silence as
a victory for her son.
“So you bought an Italian phrase book?” asked Hugh.
“Well I bought it, didn’t I, when we thought he had won and I was
going to be going to Rome.” The woman was an eternal optimist.
An eternal optimist dreaming about going to the eternal city.
She rose from he chair and called up the stairs to Áine to wake that
‘layabout of a brother of yours, Terry’ and to tell him that the family
had important business to attend to before the night was over.
“And you” she said, pointing a finger at me, “It’s time for you to be
going home.  Your mother will be worrying - if it’s possible that
anybody could worry - about you.  Have you no bed to go to?
Willie, did you not hear me?  Rise now and put on your shoes.
We’re going out”.
I sat where I was.  A million thoughts were racing round my mind
and every kind of a nonsensical imagination was enlarging them. A
short while ago I had been pledging to myself that I would find a
way out of this poverty trap for Áine and myself.  I had been saying
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to myself that there must be a better way to gather up some money
than playing poker at the card school on a Sunday morning when I
should have been at mass..  Wasn’t I always dreaming about some
great chance arising to do something wonderful with my mundane
life.  Would it be possible, unbelievable and impossible as it might
seem, that Áine’s mother was right when she said that the Pope and
Jim Reeves and Elvis were alive and living on some island.  And
that now at least two of them (and who knows but that Jim Reeves
hadn’t come too) were in Ireland, and living in Donegal.  And could
it be possible, if I let my imagination off its lease for a few more
seconds, could it be possible that JFK could also be there with them.
I was certain, after all that had been said here tonight about
solicitors and insurance that JFK and the others must be rotten with
money, enough money to make Áine and me into millionaires
quicker than a pair of Lotto winners. Blackmail!  Blackmail was on
my mind at that instant, I would blackmail the fugitives against
revealing their whereabouts to the world.
“You!” said Mrs. Neeson again.  “Are you deaf or something?
Home with you, now.  It’s past your bed-time”.  That last remark
contained an unnecessary bitterness, of course.  The woman was
intent in making me feel bad at every opportunity about the fact that
Áine was slightly older than me, or that I was slightly younger than
her daughter, if you prefer.  Older and taller, she felt that I had
nothing going for me.
“I’m going with you all” I said my mind made up.  “That’s if Hugh
doesn’t mind”.
Hugh looked at me and then looked intensly at Mrs. Neeson.  It was
obvious that he had missed part of the plot.  “Going where?” he
asked.
“On the search for the Pope and Elvis” said Mrs. Neeson.
“And JFK” I said, staking my claim.  After all it was me who
discovered (or who invented) the Kennedy link, and as the man said,
if you help to wind the clock up, you’re entitled to hear it strike.

57



“Okay” she said reluctantly.  “You can come along too”.  That was
one of the things I liked about Mrs. Neeson.  She didn’t waste time
with the pros and cons.  If something needed to be decided on, she
would make a decision on the spot.  “You can come but just
remember that it’s me who is in charge of the hunt!”.
“Hunt?” asked her husband.
“Are you still sitting there?” she shouted.  “I told you to put on your
shoes.  Where is Áine?”.
“I’m coming now” called a voice from the other room.  “Terry is
sound asleep, but Noreen is up”.
“He’ll be in a sound sleep when I get a grip of him, the useless get”.
Mrs. Neeson left the kitchen, shouting and roaring about the
laziness of her eldest son.  When she was out of range the lodger
beckoned to me, and whispered in a worried tone:
“What in the name of God is going on here? Are they - are you -
serious about this business of going hunting for a Pope who died
years ago, not to speak of other famous people some of whom are
dead almost as long as you are on this earth?  Tell me that this is all
a big joke”.
“Oh, Mrs. Neeson isn’t joking at all” I answered.  “I’m not saying
that I agree with all her hair-brained ideas on this - in fact as you
probably know I was on a bit of a Section 31 in this house myself
there for a while...”.
“A Section 31?”
‘Yes, you know, like a ban on my words beingheard?”
“I noticed that, right enough” said the lodger.  “I didn’t know what it
was for, mind you”.
“Well, it would be enough to say that Mrs. Neeson and myself had a
bit of a dispute over these very same people.  She is of the
impression that they never died and that they were living on an
island in the Pacific.  I was of the opinion that she was off her
head”.
“And now what?  Have you changed your mind?” he whispered.
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I really didn’t know the answer to that question.  Twenty minutes or
half an hour earlier I had been having a great laugh at the idea of
Mrs. Neeson falling for my yarn about Kennedy.  Then she turned
the white cap over and suddenly all my doubts, were doubtful.  I
was no longer sure that it was a joke at all.  Wouldn’t it be me who
would look silly to everybody, Áine included, if I didn’t go along
with the wise heads after seeing so much ‘proof’.  And of course
there was the money, the fortune of money, that could be made from
this.  I could sell my story to the Irish News (if the Derry Journal
weren’t interested in the exclusive rights).  The TV companies
would be queueing up to interview us, and who knows but I might
even get on to the Gay Byrne show.  It was all in front of me,
beckoning me on to stardom.
“Well” asked the lodger again.  “Have you had a change of opinion
about it all since then?”.
“There is no single answer to that question” I replied.  “I need to
wait to see how the story develops.  Let’s put it this way:  it isn’t
that often in our boring mundane lives that we are called to
greatness, that we are given a chance to take part in something
historic and novel and unprecedented.  If the Pope and the others are
alive then we’ll be famous.  If not, all you’ll have lost is a tank of
petrol”.
“And a night’s sleep” he said grudgingly.
“Are you not a child of the sixties?  What happened to that
generation of you all who were willing to sacrifice everything for
life’s pleasures?”.
“Who told you that yarn?”.
“I read it in a book”. 
“Don’t believe all you read in books” he replied, mysteriously.
“Thanks for the advice. Now are you going to come along with us to
find the Pope?” I asked.
“Do I have a choice? I can’t see how I have a choice at all, as long
as Mrs. Neeson is in charge of this business.  Ah well. To Hell with
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begrudgery.  I’m past my sleep now anyway.  I’ll go along with this
as long as you keep an open mind and a healthy suspicion of all
that’s going on.  I don’t want people thinking later that I spent half
the night in a car along with a lot of nutcases”.
“Áine and myself will be there”.
“Áine is her mother’s daughter”.
“We don’t choose our relatives, unfortunately” I said.  “Áine isn’t
half as mad as the rest of the troop of Neesons”.
“What’s that about Áine” said the woman herself as she walked in
the door from the sitting room without warning.  “Were you two
talking about me behind my back?”.
“Would I do that on you, sweetheart?” I asked, mustering all the
honesty I could into my voice.  “And do you think that Hugh here
would be backstabbing anyone from the only house in Shantallow to
invite him in as a guest when he didn’t even have a roof over his
head?”.
“You are two right liars” she laughed, good naturedly.  “In any case,
I know the kind of conversation that you were having.  You were
probably counting the store of money that we’ll all have to divide
when we finally get our hands on the Pope, Elvis, Jim and the
President, eh?  You were debating whether I should get a full share
or a part share of the overall sum, weren’t you?”.
The lodger looked at me, his two eyebrows raising like an open
bridge above his nose, and a look of surprise all across his face.
“You were saying?” he asked me, dropping one eyebrow to indicate
that he was rapidly coming to the conclusion that there might not be
even one sane person in the car with him tonight after all.  Áine had
lost her battle to prove her sanity, but I had my doubts.  It takes a
wise person to act the fool, and Áine was no fool.
“You’ll have your full share, daughter” boomed the voice of her
mother from the other room.   “Don’t any of you even think that you
can get away with cutting the Neesons out of their full share of this
glory”.
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“Is Terry in bed still?” I asked, to break the conversation.
“He is. Willie, are you ready yet?  That man.  Always slow.  I don’t
know how I ever got him to the alter.  Willie!”.
“I’m coming!  I’m coming!” shouted a voice from the top of the
stairs.
Hugh hadn’t moved yet from his seat by the table, and I knew that
he was having second, and even third, thoughts about this meeting.
I whispered to him to be optimistic, and that if he couldn’t manage
optimism to at least be patient.  Everything would work out right in
a few hours.
The whole family was now convening on or in the kitchen.  Willie
was lacing his boots, the mother was brushing her hair and Noreen
was yawning and drinking a cup of tea. Black, shaken not stirred.
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“Still off the milk, Noreen?” I asked.
“I like to offer this small sacrifice up for the Holy Souls” she
replied, yawning and peering over at Hugh. 
What a sacrifice. It was ten years since she had taken milk in her
tea, but every time she drank a cup of black tea now, she would still
say it was an offering for some good cause.  Now if she had to drink
tea with milk in it, after ten years that would be a sacrifice, I
thought.
“What has us all up at this unGodly hour? Is there a raid or
something?”
“Not a raid,” answered Hugh. “Your mother wants us to go driving
to Donegal.”
“Jesus, I thought the Brits were here when my ma started calling me
to wake up.” In the early hours of the morning pople in Derry of a
certain class slept with one eye open waiting on the four o’clock
knock, a door smashed in, the clatter of British Army and RUC
boots running through bedrooms, up stairs. Noreen belonged to that
certain class, just as we all did.
She eyed me suspiciously. “Has this something to do with you? Are
you in trouble?”
“Me? No, nothing to do with me.” I answered. “How’s work?”
“Humph.”
“I see.”
I always tried to keep on the right side of Noreen, who I knew
disliked me. It was some big sister little sister shit that I knew
nothing about, and could only guess about. She either loved her
sister so much she disliked me being near here or she disliked her
sister so much that it rubbed off on me for being near her. We never
discussed it and conversation was kept to a minimum.
Noreen worked in a picture house, a cinema she would say, up the
town and so was well known around Derry. Freddie Devlin had
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nicknamed her The Statue of Liberty, as she always had a torch in
her hand and I reckoned she could walk backwards just as well as
she could frontwards, being so used to selling iced cream in the
cinema.
“What are we going to Donegal for?” she asked, to no-one in
particular. “What’s up?”
“Your ma wants to catch up with the Pope and Elvis. Hugh gave
them a lift as far as the Culmore Road checkpoint.”
“Right.”
And that was Noreen. No back story, no front story, just so long as
she had an idea of what was going on around her, that was plenty.
She told me once that she had never watched a full film in all her
time in the cinema. “Sometimes I show people to their seats in the
dark in Screen One and then go on to Screen Two and see a different
bit of film. Then I go back and sell iced cream in Screen One and
see another bit of a film, and then I might sell some more in Screen
Two and that film has jumped on as well.”
“That must be shite,” I said.
“I just try and join all the different bits I’ve seen together and make
a story out of it in my head,” she said. “Just like my life, I suppose.”
Noreen was shallow and deep at the same time, really.
I could smell pipe tobacco wafting in from the hall and knew Terry
was coming. “There’s Terry now,” said Noreen. She was no dozer.
She could smell the same smell as me in a house with only one pipe
smoker. It was Terry.
Her brother came into the room and perched himself on the arm of a
chair by the door, puffing reflectively on a pipe and polluting the air
for the rest of us.  He saw himself as a real trendy type, and the pipe
was a new vogue he had adopted during the past few weeks.  Soon
he’d find a new fad, and then he’d be condemning pipe smokers as
enemies of society.  The only bright news about Terry was that he
wasn’t wearing a BCR suit tonight, that really would have been
embarrassing.
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Eddie and Áine were side by side argueing about the cover of the
phrase book ‘Useful Italian Sentences for the Short term Tourist’.
There were dogs ears and the marks of cats paws on the cover and
the Expert was blaming Áine for the damage.  She was denying any
responsibility, and saying that the marks looked more like Eddie’s
dog’s paw marks.  I nudged the Lodger and told him that a
fingerprint expert was soon be needed to resolve this new dispute.
“Is everybody ready?” asked Mrs. Neeson, when she had finished
her hair grooming. “Stop that arguing you two.”
There were a few murmers of consent that we were indeed all ready,
as Hugh eventually agreed that he too would take part in the search.
I knew that he had a lot of doubts left but in many ways he was the
Star of the Show now, considering that he was the only one to have
actually seen Elvis and the Pope.  I had a notion that none of the rest
of us would be able to recognise them. After being discovered in the
Everglades, the two of them were probably travelling incognito
now, probably dressed in civilian clothes, the crafty bastards, so I
was grateful that Hugh was coming with us.
“Okay” said Mrs. Neeson.  “Let’s begin by going down to-”.
She didn’t finish the sentence, because at that instant there came a
ferocious knocking and banging at the door with a voice demanding
that somebody open the door immediately.
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“Who in the name of God is that now?” asked Áine’s father, as if we
could tell any more than himself.  “Don’t open that door until we
find out who is there!”.
“Who is it and what do you want?” asked Mrs. Neeson.
“It’s me, Marcus Lennon” said a voice, laced with worry.  “Open the
door and let us in!”.
“Fuck off you Stickey bastard!” yelled Áine, a yell which shocked
me, because I didn’t expect her to be quite so hard, or so brave.  The
Stickies were a bit like the CIA, not to be frigged about with
publicly.  “You’re not getting in here to kneecap my brother!”.
Eddie had by this stage turned as white as a sheet.  He was
convinced that Marcus Lennon had arrived at the door of the house
looking to shoot him in revenge for the argument that the two of
them had earlier, and his eyes were racing round the room trying to
think of an escape route.
“I was a member of the Organisation once” called Willie, through
the side of the door.  “You have no rights to be coming round
carrying out revenge attacks for personal motives”.
“To hell with the Stickies” shouted another voice from outside the
door.  “Open the door please.  The Brits are looking all around for
me out here and there’ll be blood on the streets if you don’t open
up”.
On hearing that, Noreen open the door slightly and the owner of the
second voice pushed in to the room, dragging Marcus Lennon in
from the street.  The door quickly closed behind them.
“Jesus Christ!  Why did you not open that door sooner?  We could
have been killed out there!”  I knew this guy. It was Marcus Lennon,
the local leader of the ex-organisation which they called the
Stickies; the Official IRA. Marcus was the local leader of an army
that spent 90% of its time trying to persuade all and sundry that it
didn’t exist.  But we all knew otherwise.  
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This non-existent army used to carry out robberies with guns that
they didn’t have.  And a lot of people were limping from gunshot
wounds that the stickies said they didn’t do. I had previous
experience of Lennon, from an earlier period when the Stickies in
my part of town had been in a dispute with the other half of the
split, the Provos, the IRA that didn’t deny that they were there. After
that, he didn’t like me. The Sticky OC stared at each face in turn in
the room and finally his eyes rested on my face.  Recognition
stirred.  “What are you doing here?” he growled.
“Mind you your own business!” said Áine.  “What are you doing
here is the question that should be answered.”
“The Brits were after me” said the soft voice of the first person who
had entered the room, a woman in her mid twenties.  She looked a
lot more relaxed and comfortable than the nervous, trapped
appearance that shadowed the face of the man alongside her.
“And why were they after you?” asked the Expert.
“I’m just after being released from prison this morning.  I live a few
streets from here and I was walking my cousin home to his house
when a Brit foot-patrol stopped us and began giving us a bit of
cheek”.
“It was you that started giving them cheek, you mean” said her
cousin.  “Me, now, I was very co-operative and was receiving no
hassle until you gave them your name in Gaelic”.
“Gaelic” she answered “Is a form of football.  The language I gave
them my name in was Irish”.
“Whatever bloody language it was.  You had no right using it when
you were talking to the Brits.  Don’t forget that they have a job to
do, and have enough trouble already without people like you
making it more difficult by using a language that isn’t the Queen’s
English.  You brought this trouble on yourself”.
“I knew that it would be hard to keep even a bit of friendship going
with you, Marcus” she said.  She loked around the room, examining
the silent staring faces that met her gaze, searching for some sign of
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support or of reproach.  She was wondering if this was a “Stickey”
safe house, or why her cousin had chosen to run to here.  “Marcus is
my cousin” she continued.  “I don’t agree with the type of politics
that he has...  He was a bit worried about returning home alone and I
offered to walk him back - as a favour to my mother, his aunt”.
“So you’re the one who was released from Long Kesh this
morning?” said Willie.  “I heard them talking about your release in
the pub, and I was thinking of calling to your house earlier tonight,
to welcome you home”.
“I wasn’t in the Kesh” she corrected him.  “Women prisoners aren’t
held in the Kesh, I was in Armagh Gaol for a while”,
That silenced Hugh, and immediately his wife put her foot even
further into the mire.  “Yes, Armagh. Thats a lovely town.”
“I didn’t get to see much of the town,” said the other woman, “I
wouldn’t know.”
“Will you drink a cup of tea?” asked Áine.  “Do I know your face
from somewhere, maybe I met you around here before you went
into prison?”.
“I’ll take a cup, surely, if it’s no trouble to you” she replied. “I’m
Sinéad Ní Chathasaigh, Sinéad Casey.  Good to meet you” and she
stretched out her hand in friendship.
“Áine Neeson” replied Áine.  “Here, sit down and take the weight
off your feet. You must be exhausted after all the excitement of
today, and on your first day out after... how many years was it?”.
“Five years.  I was in there five years”.
“A bit longer than me” said Willie.
“Were you inside?” she asked, with renewed interest, at the prospect
of meeting a former felon.  She was in for a disappointment,
however.  It was a case of mistaken identity.
“A while. A short while” said Willie, falsely modest.  “I don’t like to
talk about it too much.  People don’t understand...”.
“Drunk and disorderly” said Áine under her breath as she passed
Sinéad the cup of tea.  That was the end of that conversation.  I was
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always deply impressed by the way in which Áine was able to
extract information from people unknown to themselves by way of a
conversation.  Here was this stranger, this woman whom we had
never laid eyes on before, in the house a bare five minutes and
already Áine had found out her name, and how long she had spent
in prison.  Marcus the Stickey sat at the table beside me, and
mentioned to Áine that he could be doing with a cup too after the
shock that he had suffered at the hands of the Brits.
“Did you escape from them?” Áine asked the woman.
“I wouldn’t really call it an escape.  The Brit had us stopped and I
gave him my name and address.  He refused to take the Irish version
and demanded that I translate it into English.  I told him that it was
my name as it stood anfd that he already had more than enough
identification from me, and that I wa leaving.  We walked slowly
away from them, a few yards towards a corner and as soon as we
reache dthat I took to my heels and ran. Marcus had no choice
except to follow me, and we kept running until we saw the lights of
this house.  I didn’t know who’s house it was, but thanks for letting
us in”.
“You’re welcome” said Áine’s Mother.  “We’d do the same for any
refugee”.
“Yes, there’s always a welcome for fugutives from the English
Crown in this Republican House” said Hugh, lying through his
teeth.
“But... it’s a pity... we were just on our way out” said Eddie,
remembering the danger and risks that would be involved if the
Brits would happen to arrive at the ‘Republican’ house looking for
the escapees.
“Oh, I’m sorry” said Sinéad.  “I didn’t realise.  Up you get, Marcus.
We’re delaying these good people from their business”.
“Don’t listen to him” said Áine.  “we’re in no hurry.  Here drink
your tea and then after that, well we’ll see. We might even manage a
lift home for you... for yourself, at least.  I’m sure that a big lad like
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Marcus, who gets on so well with the Security Forces and is so co-
operative, will have no trouble getting home”.
Áine was turning the screws on him now.  I could see him almost
shrivelling up under the verbal abuse that followed, but in the end
up Áine grew tired of the torture and laid off. She smiled across at
me, pleased that she had brought the man down to size a litte for the
night.
Sinéad was sitting now talking away to Mrs. Neeson, Áine and
Noreen all about her family, who was who in it and who her granny
was.  This was traditional Derry, and I was sure that she’d never
gone through such cross examination in her whole time in
Castlereagh.  Hugh the Lodger caught my eye and nodde to me to
come across and speak to him.
“Do you think we’ll be driving Ms Sinéad anyplace tonight?” he
asked.
“To tell you the truth, I don’t think Áine had a private taxi in mind
when she offrered her a lift” I said.  “Why do you ask?”.
“No real reason” he replied.  “I’m merely wondering are we going
to start tonight on the search before the trail grows cold, if you get
my drift”.
“Frig! I never thought of that”.
“All I’m saying is this.  If you want to become millionaires then
you’d better think of saddling up now and not waiting until
tomorrow” he said.  I noticed that some of the doubt had gone from
his voice.  I kept that in mind for future reference.
“Eddie said that you’s were going out?” asked the Stickey.  “Isn’t it
a bit late at night to be starting a journey?”.
“Yeah.  We’re going out to try and find the Pope and Elvis” said
Hugh the lodger. There was a sudden deadly silence in the kitchen.
He looked at each of us.  “Did I say something wrong?” he asked,
and from the silence it was obvious that he had.
“The Pope?  Elvis?” asked the Stickey.
“You’re going out ot find them?” said Sinéad.
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Nobody spoke.  I didn’t speak because I didn’t want them to laugh.
The lodger didn’t speak because he only had half of the story in any
case.  The Neesons didn’t speak because they wiere worried that it
would reduce their share of the loot if the number of people who
knew about the story grew.  The embarassed and tactical silence
extended it’s limits as everyone in the room waited on someone else
to speak.  Finaly áine broke the spell. 
“Yes.  The Pope and Elvis.  They’re living in Donegal”.
For a second there was the slightest hint of a smile forming between
the lips of Sinéad but if it formed it soon unformed and she
maintained her gaze.  She had too much maners and breeding
(something that few of her generation had, according tio Mrs.
Neeson) to laugh and insult her hosts with a sarcastic grin.
“In Donegal did you say?  “Well thats a new twist, by God” she
said.  “A major twist!”.
“And we think that President Kennedy and Jim Reeves are there as
well” chimed in the Expert who had suddenly refound his voice.
“The Pope.  Now let me see” said Sinéad.  “John Paul 11.  Does he
not normally reside in the Vatican, in Rome?’.  Its semed to me that
Sinéad was trying to knock a bit of sense gently into our heads
without being too rude about it, but she was fighting a losing battle.
“It’s John Paul 1 that we’re talking about” said Mrs. Neeson.
“Is he not ... dead?” 
“No, that was all a trick.  The Pope is alive and well and waiting on
his proper chance to return to normal society”. 
“And it’s the same situation for JFK and the others” said Noreen.
“They were all tired of the way life was going for some years and
they decided to go to a remote island in the Pacific and bide their
time until there would be an improvement”.
“Now, because of nuclear tests on the island they have moved on to
a safer place, and they have taken refuge in Donegal” said Mrs.
Neeson.  “And tonight, this very night, two of them were in Derry.
One of us was speaking to them outside the disco in the
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Everglades”.
A disco?” asked Sinéad, suspiciously.  “Would the Pope not be a
little bit old to be at a disco?”.
“I play a lot of golden oldies” said Hugh.
“Oh, I see” replied Sinéad.
The harmony was broken at that point by a wild, long, sarcastic
laugh of pure ridicule.  Everybody looked at Marcus.  I thought he
was about to have a heart attack his face had turned so red and dark
and he was shaking and shuddering from head to toe.  “This is all a
joke, isn’t it?  Now, where is the camera hidden?  This is Candid
camera, isn’t it? Ha!  Elvis and the Pope.  Who would have thought
of a trick like that?”.
He was laughing solo.  Every other soul in the room, with the
exception of himself and the woman who had entered with him,
were sure of one thing.  This was no laughing matter. When I heard
how heartily and sarcastically that he was laughing I almost relented
and succumbed to my doubts, but I chased the worries. In front of
my eyes I could almost touch the money I would be collecting  and
for that reason I was willing to suffer the short term abuse of the
Stickey.  He would see in the end.  His laughter dwindled as he felt
the silence and he stopped laughing.
“You’re not joking?  Right?  Jesus Christ, youse are serious”.
“We are” came back a number of voices in unison.
“And do you think there’s any chance that Patsy Cline might be
with them?” he spluttered, before bursting into a fit of laughter.  “Or
Buddy Holly, maybe?”.
“Who knows? answered the Expert.  “We’ll ask the Pope when we
see him, and if the answer is Yes, well we’ll let you know”.
“Aye, do that”.  The Sticky was crying with laughter now, and
holding a tight grip on the front of his trousers.  For an awful minute
I thought he was going to piss himself, and that would really have
left a gloss on Mrs. Neeson’s lino.  “And tell me this and tell me no
more, what language are you all going to speak to the Pope in when
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you meet him, Italian? Or maybe Latin.  Now that would be a more
suitable language, seeing as it’s a dead language, eh?”.
“Our Eddie has a phrase book” answered Mrs. Neeson, totally
missing out on the bitter satire that the Sticky was playing on her.
“We’ll, make out okay, don’t worry”.
“E un grande erudito” said Terry, who had begun  examining the
phrase book.
“Soffre di allucinazioni” I said.
“What did you say?” asked the Expert, suspiciously.
“I said that you’re the man when it comes to the Italian” I lied, a
small lie, a white lie, una baloney blanca.
“I didn’t know you could speak Italian” said Áine, and I noticed a
small glance of admiration coming my way.  
“Ah, just a little.  I remember that bit from my school days” I
replied. 
“You mind your granny” said Mrs. Neeson.  “Isn’t it only a couple
of years since you were there, ye scut!”.
“I remember being at school” said Hugh, Áine’s father.
“And well you might” said his wife, maliciously.  “you were only
there one day before they threw you out.  That’s not the sort of thing
you forget easily”.
“Things were a lot different in those days” said Hugh.  “Corporal
punishment, that was the order of the day when I was at school.
These cubs nowadays have their lives at school too easy if you ask
me”.  I felt like saying that nobody was asking him, but his wife cut
across my thoughts by saying that young people had everything too
easy.
“Do you think that the Brits are away yet?” asked Marcus when he
noticed a silence developing.
“I’ll go and look up and down the street” said Áine and she rose and
opened the door.  As she made to go out I decided to go along with
her.  The air was getting a bit stuffy in the kitchen.
“We’ll be back in a few minutes” I said as I left the house.
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“Don’t go too far” warned Mrs. Neeson.  I had an answer for that
remark, but I decided on my better judgement not to use it.  her
husband hadn’t much of a sense ofhumour when it came to sexual
matters and I didn’t want a puck in the gub from him. 
“We won’t be far” I answered.   She followed me to the door and
called me back in  a loud whisper, careful not to wake the
neighbours or let any prying passer-by know about The Secret.
“Don’t forget that we have a long journey before us later tonight”
she warned me.  “Don’t you and Áine be going too far from the
house or staying away too long”.
“I hear you”  I replied without looking back.  Áine was disappearing
away from me round a corner.  “Slow up there, Áine” I called and
broke into a quick jog to catch up with her.
When I reached the place where Áine was I fell into step beside her
and we walked in silence until we reached the next corner.  From
the shadows we could see a group of Brits gathered around the door
of a house half way up the street and Áine said that it was Casey’s
house, the house where Sinéad lived.  It didn’t look as if they were
searching the house, more as if they were waiting on someone
arriving.  A few moments later an RUC landrover arrived on the
scene, and a group of armed figures decended from the grey box
like vehicle.  The reception party was growing and we decided to
return to Áine’s house to advise Sinéad to wait for a while before
returning home.  I took Áine’s had and along the road we went,
each thinking their own thoughts and no doubt curious as to the
thoughts of the other.
“Do you believe this story about the Pope?” asked Áine, suddenly.
“Do you?” I replied.  “Do you think it’s possible that they are all
alive and well, and more importantly that they’re all living in
Donegal?”.
“It was my question first?” said Áine.  “Answer me this, now,
honestly.  Do you think we’re going to find all these peple tonight if
we go looking for them in the Free State?”.
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This was my chance to tell Áine the honest truth, the truth that the
whole story I had spun her mother was a wind-up.  This was my
chance to break the bad news gently. This was my chance to put an
end to the whole nonsense.  I passed.  I took her hand, and standing
under the romantic darkness of a broken street lamp I gathered my
thoughts and confronted my changing opinion of what was fact and
what was fiction.
“Áine, you know that I have had this long argument with your
mother over Elvis and the whole business of who is alive and who is
dead.  Until tonight I really thought your mother was short a slate or
two and that your whole family - with the exception of yourself -
was all plain nuts, and that I couldn’t take one word they said
seriously.  Then, when your mother turned that hat band inside out
and when I saw the Popes name and address written inside it, that’s
when I had to admit to myself that maybe, maybe...  I’m not saying
I believe it yet, but the further we go into this business the further I
go away from the position I had all along.  I don’t know what the
end of this story will be, I don’t know if it’s true or not that the
Pope, Elvis and the rest are in Donegal, but I want to say that if
you’re there, then I’m there with you”.
“I was thinking you were having a few doubts” she said, accusation
in her tone.  “I noticed you blushing a little when that Stickey
started laughing in our house”.
I admitted to my faults but in mitigation I told her that it’s not every
night that a Derry man hears such an incredible and unbelievable
story accompanied by such a piece of irrefutable evidence as the
inside of the Pope’s cap.
“You have no right to complain” was her reply.  “It was you who
began this whole caper tonight when you told my mother about
Freddie Devlin’s cousin in America and about JFK being alive”.
“I already told you that it wasn’t Freddie Devlin’s cousin, Áine” I
answered.  Once again I was being given an opportunity to back out
of the maze and once again I passed on the chance.  I didn’t think
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that my honey and my sweet, Áine would be ready for the shock of
me admitting that I had made the whole thing up - especially now
that there was a chance that it might even be true!  Who was to say
that it wasn’t some sort of premonition that I had been given on
Kennedy?  Who was to say that the poor man wasn’t alive and not
so well with half of his head missing the other half which Lee
Harvey Oswald or who ever had blown away?  Who was to say that
they all, Elvis, the Pope and Jim Reeves hadn’t taken shelter on an
island in the Pacific, been bombed to within an inch of their second
lives and were now in hiding in Donegal.  Wouldn’t I look like the
right idiot in a weeks time if it turned out that the Neesons were
right and I was wrong? Áine was still waiting on a reply.
“I know what I said about Kennedy” I said.  “So I’ll keep my doubts
under control until we find these other people tonight.   Fair
enough?”.
“There’s no problem, then” said Áine.  “I’ll go along with you and
my family until we get to the bottom of this business”.
“You’ll go with me?” I repeated.  “What’s wrong?  Do you not
believe  yourself that JFK, the Pope, Elvis and Jim reves are alive?”.
I was worried now that I had spoken too much about my own views
and hadn’t left room for myself to manouvre, especially now that
Áine appeared to be retreating from believer to agnostic.
“I don’t believe... I don’t believe that Jim is still alive” she said,
slowly.  “He’d be a fair age by now and I think he might have died
some time before now. Apart from that the rest of them are all in
Donegal.  That’s definite!”.  
When we reached the Neeson house dawn was beginning to rear it’s
head and stretch it’s long arms over Derry.  We stopped for a few
minutes to take in the view and Ane said that it was very romantic.
Romantic or not it was also very cold and I hurried her indoors.
Everyone was sitting in the same positions we had last seen them in,
excepr that I could immediately feel a change in the atmosphere.
For a start off Marcas wasn’t laughing now, and in fact when we
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came in to the room he was in the middle of a lecture on his ideas
on how to attract the Pope back to civilisation - although he didn’t
seem so keen on Kennedy being brought back.  ‘The running dog of
imperialism’ was the way he described JFK. The Pope’s cap lay on
the table in front of the group, a stark piece of evidence that Mrs.
Neeson couldn’t keep her mouth shut and had revealed the trumph
card.  The card had obviously worked as Marcas brimmed with
plans and Sinéad sat quietly, reflecting on all that her cousin was
saying.
When there was a break in the conversation Áine mentioned to
Sinéad that the Brits and an RUC landrover were camped outside
her house, and that we reckoned that it would be safer for her to
wait where she was for a while. 
“You’re mother will be worried about you” said Mrs. Neeson.
“My mother died years ago” replied the other woman.  “the only
person living at home is my older brother, and I don’t think he’ll be
too worried by the British army setting up base outside the house.  I
think he must be used to it by now”.
“I’m sorry about that” said Mrs. Neeson.  “It’s just that I thought
that you said you were doing a favour to you mother by walking this
cousin of yours home...”.
“Yeah, a favour, a favour from years ago when we were both much
younger” said Sinéad.  “When we were young Marcas here was my
mother’s favourite and when she was dying, at the beginning of the
1970s, she asked me to make sure he never got into trouble”.
“It was you yourself that got into trouble” said her cousin, bitterly.
“You went with that other crowd of Provos, you should have been
thinking of your poor mother then”.
“Ah, Marcas. We agreed that tonight we wouldn’t start arguing
about politics. You know that I detest with my whole heart the type
of politics that you have, but tonight, lets just leave it, okay?”.
“The Brits are outside your house anyway” said Áine.  “If you want
a bed here you can have my room.  Thats okay, isn’t it?” she asked
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her mother.
“You wouldn’t be the first fugitive to get a bed in this house” said
her father proudly. “Theres many a person who had nowhere to go
who took refuge in this humble house in the times of need and
trouble”.
“Refuge from some pub, more like it” said Terry between his teeth.
“You’re more than welcome, you yourself that is, in this house” said
Mrs Neeson, making sure that the Stickey understood that there
were certain limits to her charity.
“I appreciate the offer, I’m very glad of your welcome” said Sinéad,
“but I don’t think I’ll need the offer of the bed.  I’m not that worried
about the RUC or the Brits, I was thinking that seeing as this is my
first night out that I’ll maybe go out and look at the sights and see
all that has changed since I was locked up”.
“You can come with us if you like” said Hugh, quickly seizing his
moment.  “I have a Puegot 504 and theres enough space in it for ten
people if Áine here sits on your man here’s knee”.   
“I’m your man” I said before any of her hovering parents had a
chance to think, but unfortunately Noreen had her own ideas, ideas
of jealousy and envy.
“Why is this woman being invited, Hugh?” she asked with all the
charm a dragon could muster up.  “It’s not that I have anything
against you, Sinéad, but I’m sure Hugh is putting you under a bit of
pressure by asking you to come along with us”.  She turned to Hugh
again.  “Sinéad is only out of prison one day, Hugh.  I’m sure she
has a hundred better things to do than to be squeezing into a car
with a crowd of strangers to be looking for the Pope in Donegal”.
“Noreen is right” said her mother.  Mrs. Neeson realised
immediately what was going on, since for a long while now she had
been regarding Hugh as a potential son in law married to Noreen.
Despite all her complaints about how young this generation were
marrying at she was cute enough to see that her eldest daughter
wasn’t getting any younger and that if she missed the boat with

77



Hugh then she was going to be stranded.  “Sinéad can go on up to
Áine’s bed and well see her when we come back”.
The lodger wasn’t happy with that plan.  He was interested in
Sinéad, a fine looking woman and he was an eligible batchelor.
From she had entered the kitchen earlier ha hadn’t - as far as I could
make out - been able to take his eyes off her.  Now he was about to
make sure that everybody in the kitchen, including Sinéad,
understood exactly where he stood.
“It’s my car” he said, an irrefutable piece of logic.  “If Sinéad wants
to come along with us, I’d be delighted to bring her along”.
Sinéad was by this stage the center of everyone’s attention and she
reddened slightly on the cheeks as if in acknowledgement of the
attention.  She released a small, shy smile.  “It looks as if I’ll have
to go with you all then” she said.  “How could anyone resist such a
kind invitation”.
“And what about me” asked Marcas.  “I suppose theres enough
room for me as well?”.
“I see that mathematics isn’t needed to get the job as OC of the
Stickies” said Áine, sharply.  “Hugh said that there was enough
room for ten and if you count the heads in this kitchen there are ten
of us”.
Good on you, Áine, said I to myself.  In that case you’ll be sitting
on my knee.
“Fair enough” said Mrs. Neeson, though she sounded doubtful at
her leadership being questioned.  “It’s your car, and it’s going to be
very crowded”.
“Ah, it’ll be fine” said Hugh.  “It’s like a minibus, you’ll see, it will
all be okay”.
“Right, then.  What are we waiting for?” asked Hugh.  “Now,  who
hid my coat on me?”.
On hearing that we were about to saddle up and move out everyone
began readying themselves, looking for coats, bags, hats, truning
lights off, closing doors, going out to the lodger’s car and all the
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other things people do before they set off to find a dead Pope,  a
similarly stiff President and a couple of late great singers.  Noreen
had a long face on her, of course, she was worried that she had
hesitated too long again. I thought of the night when she was drunk
and had confided to me about how she fancied hugh.  She had asked
me what she should do.  ‘Shite or get off the pot’ was my advice,
but she hadn’t shit and now she was being thrown off the pot
anyway.  Theres no known cure for constipated love.
Out at the car nine of us gathered up and the missing person was
quickly identified as Terry.  Mrs. Neeson told us that he would be
out in a minute, that he had something important to get from his
room.  A few minutes later he appeared at the door, dragging a
heavy suitcase across to the car.  Hugh opened the doors and we all
climbed in with much groaning and calls of ‘get off my foot’, ‘who
owns this leg?’ and a few more specific orders to move.  Áine’s
mother had been right; there wasn’t much room in the car for so
many people and the huge suitcase being transported on Hugh’s
knee didn’t help matters.
“What’s in the case?” I asked.   “Is it even necessary at all to have a
bloody big case like that in here, or could we not dump it out and
give everybody a bit of breathing space”.
“I wouldn’t have brought it if it hadn’t been necessary” he replied
cryptically.  “Mind you your own business and I’ll mind mine”.
I took stock of where everyone was situated.  Hugh was driving and
Sinéad and Mrs. Neeson were in the front seat beside him. In the
middle there was the Expert, his father and Noreen, the last of these
being seated strategically behind the driver.  Finally, on the same
row as myself there was Terry and his suitcase, Marcas the headcase
and Áine sitting on my knee.  She wasn’t too heavy but I wasn’t
able to enjoy the experience because of so many people being
crammed and crushed into such a small space.  There was no doubt
but that we would have to organise some other form of transport if
this journey was to continue much further.
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“Stop at the Mobile, hugh” came the command from Mrs. Neeson in
the front seat.  She was searching her handbag for her purse and
looking round the car at all the heads.  The driver stopped the
overloaded car at an old and dilapidated van which was parked at
the side of the road.  The van was missing it’s wheels, had a few
cemented breeze-blocks cemented into place at the back of it and
although it was known to all concerned as a ‘mobile’ it was
anything but mobile.  The only way this van was going to ever
move again was if somebody put a few pounds of semtex under it.  
As the car slid to a halt Mrs. Neeson opened the door and extracted
herself from her seat.  She took a final look around the car and
walked across and in to the ‘mobile’ shop. We all sat quietly until
finally Marcas spoke.
“I have a proposal to make” he said.
“What is it?” asked Hugh.  “And don’t be speaking too much,
you’re using up all the oxygen”.
“I’m proposing that we split up” said the Stickey.
“You already had a split in 1970” said Sinéad with a trace of
sarcasm in her voice.  “Were you not satisfied with that?”.
“Ha, ha bloody ha” he replied.  “I’m trying to be serious, Sinéad.
There are far too many people in this car and I’m proposing that we
break into two groups and find some form of transport for the other
half of the group”.
“And where exactly did you have in mind for the obtaining of
another car?” asked the Expert.
“Look, down there.  I see a car” said the Stickey.  “Does anybody
know who owns it?”.
“Probably someone in the shop” 
“Right.  Wait here. I”ll be back in a couple of minutes” he said as he
jumped from the car and stepped up into the mobile.  Two seconds
late he re-appeared and ran over to the car we were in.  The expert
opened the nearest door.
“It belongs to a man in the shop” said the Stickey, triumphantly.
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“He’s a commercial traveller, a member of the class which has
oppressed our class for generations.  Petite Bourgeoisie. That’s the
solution to your little problem of lebensraum”.  He was becoming a
bit of a linguist, I thought to myself.
“What’s lebensraum?” I asked.
“I think it’s German for living room” he answered.
“I didn’t know you’s were having problems with your living room”
I whispered to Áine.
“Neither did I” she replied.
“Living room, living space” said the Stickey.  “I’m talking about the
problem of overcrowding in this car”. While he was speaking a man
walked out from the mobile, dipping his hand in his pocket and
removing a set of car keys.  He was just about to open the door
when Marcas grabbed his arm roughly.
“Official IRA” he said.  “I need this car.  Hand over the keys and
you’ll be alright.  Don’t make any sudden moves or I’ll put one in
your head”.
I watched as the man raised his hands in the air and as a set of keys
fell from one hand and a clatter of parcels dropped from the other.
Marcas ordered him not to turn round, but to walk down the street
and not to report the hi-jacking to the RUC.  “If you keep your nose
clean you’ll get the car back tomorrow” he said, and gave the poor
man a kick in the arse to speed him on his way. When he was gone
the Stickey returned like a conquering hero to the car.  
Áine’s father was shaking like a leaf. I was sure that he was
delighted that he had been rejected from the Stickies all those years
ago in case, one fine day, he too would have had to carry out a hi-
jacking.  Hugh wasn’t very pleased either at the sudden turn of
events and Áine and myself were of the opinion that what the
Stickey had done was a piece of non political private enterprise.  His
day would come.
“Now” ha said as he opened the door, grinning widely.  “Now we
have two cars”.
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“What the hell did you steal that car for?” demanded Sinéad.  She
looked furious. “What are you playing at, hi-jacking that man’s
car?”.
“Because my need for it was greater than his” replied her cousin,
smugly.  “Isn’t that the basis of socialism.  To each according to his
needs...”.
“Maybe it’s the basis of your socialism” said Sinéad.  “As far as I’m
concerned it’s nothing but theft!”.
“Call it what ever you like” he snorted.  “As far as I can see we’re
better off now than we were ten minutes ago, and our overcrowding
problem is gone”.
All the while Noreen was looking intently at the Stickey, a long
lingering look of admiration.  She saw before her a fearless hero and
when Hugh said that there was no need for theft she snapped back at
him that as far as she could make out that Marcas was the only one
trying to do something positive to make enough room for everyone
in the car.  She flashed her new hero a small smile of solidarity.
“Right.  Who is going in the other car then?” asked Eddie and that
was the end of that dispute.  “I think Áine and you should go along
with Noreen and Marcas” he went on, looking at me.
“It would be better if five went in each car” said Terry, methodically
mathematical.
“This car is bigger than that other car” said the Stickey.  “Six in this
one leaves plenty of room, and four in the other is comfortable
enough.  And the other car is now my car, so thats final”.
“You go along with Áine and him, Eddie” said Hugh Neeson,
protecting his daughter from the snares of a man who had scared the
life out of him a few minutes earlier by hi-jacking a car.  Áine
whispered in my ear that she would be happier to go along with
Marcas, just in case he would get up to any more trick and theft.
“And as well, of course, we’ll be out of sighgt from my parents...”.
That was a strong enough argument for me.  We agreed to go along
with the Expert and Marcas and that arrangement was in place when
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Mrs. Neeson came back out from the Mobile, oblivious to the
sudden changes in the plan, the acquisition of a second front and the
division of the posse into two groups... all carried out without her
knowledge or imprimatur. She demanded that we all agree that she
was in charge of the hunt and that no more decisions be taken
without her prior consent. 
That much settled and all concerned duly chastised by a lashing of
her tongue, mrs. Neeson began distributing the various packages
that she had brought from the mobile.  It was like Christmas. She
had packet of cigarettes, bars of chocolate and cartons of milk,
which she gave out to all who wanted them and I, too, was given a
share without even one insult or rebuke.  Something was going on
here, something I couldn’t understand.  Mrs. Neeson was actually
being friendly.
“We will all have to be careful with the provisions” she said.  “For
all we know this hunt might last longer than the optimistic feeling
that you all have now.  We might not catch up with the Holy Father,
The President, Elvis and Jim as easily as Hugh did last night - but
I’ll be damned if I let them slip through my fiongers as easily as you
did, you idiot!”.  Ah, it was good to see the old Mrs. Neeson
resurfacing.
“Who paid for all this stuff?” asked her husband, suspiciously.
“Maggie Thatcher.  I told the dole that your Giro didn’t come last
week and so another arrived out yesterday morning.  Now.  Who is
going in that other car.  Get a move on there.  You’se are following
us, because Hugh here knows the road the Pope and Elvis took”.
“We all know the direction they took” said the Stickey, trying again
to assert himself.  “And sure nobody could get lost on the Culmore
Road”.
“It doesn’t matter.  That car will be following this one.  That’s
final!”.
“Alright.  Tell me, what exactly are we looking for?”.
“Well” said hugh.  “When I last saw them at around four o’clock the
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Pope was wearing a long white cloak, and all in white.  In fact when
I think about it Elvis was dressed all in white as well, except that his
cloak had a gold designs on the back of it”.
“Oh, manys the time I saw him wearing that outfit” said Mrs.
Neeson, a fond memory born smile on her face.  “Do you
remember, Hugh, that he was wearing it when he was singing
American Trilogy”.
“Are we ready to go or are we going to have a nostalgia session
first?” asked the Stickey.  “Come on.  We start with this search
before the trail grows cold”.
Myself and Áine clambered out of the car and followed the Expert
and Marcas across to the other car and behind us Hugh started the
engine of the Peugot.  When we were all seated, Áine and me in the
rear seat and her brother and the Stickey up front, Áine asked if he
had a driving licence.  Not exactly.  He had a good forged licence,
mind you and boasted that the Stickies had that corner of the market
well sewed up.   He said it didn’t matter anyway because as far as
he could see there were plenty of people in the town who had
licences and couldn’t drive and plenty of others without licences
who could drive. It all balanced out in the end. 
“I don’t see what you’re complaining about” he said to Áine.  “Have
you a licence for that TV I saw in your kitchen?”.
“No”.
“Well then, you shouldn’t be casting aspersions” he said.
“We don’t drive our TV on the road” said Ane.  “There a big
difference between a TV and a car”.
I took a couple of the cigarettes from the packet that Mrs. Neeson
had given me outside the mobile and nervously watched Marcas
attempting to reverse the car away from where it was parked.  After
a few minutes I could see that he wasn’t a bad driver and I settled
back in my seat to look at the scenery along the Culmore Road, as
we moved inexorably toward the checkpoint where every vehicle
passing between Derry and Donegal is stopped and it’s occupants
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examined.  The North to the more Northerly.
As we approached the checkpoint it looked as menacing as ever.  I
could make it out long before we reached it with it’s assortment of
aerials, watch-towers, lights and a few hundred yards before
arriving at the actual checkpoint, the ramps and tyre traps on the
road.  This slowed each approaching car down enough for the
camera to pick up the car registration number from where a
computer check would be made to see if the car was ‘hot’.  I was
glad that we had arrived in the light of day and not in the dead of
night because the whole place appeared sinister and full of threat.
As we reached the security sanger a Brit walked out and raised his
hand to signal the car to stop.  The car sat idling as Marcas handed
his false licence over to the Brit.  He looked at each of our faces and
took a few steps back from the car and began mumbling into the
microphone attached to his flak jacket.  I craned my neck to see if I
could see where Hugh and the rest of the posse had gone when
suddenly, at the other side of the sanger, I saw the figure of the
Pope.
“Fuck!  The Pope!” I shouted in my excitement.  The Brit turned
suddenly and stuck his head close to my open window.  
“Listen, Paddy” he spat.  “I ‘appen to be a Catholic, and I don’t like
no body saying Eff the Pope in my presence.  Unnerstand?”.  
“I understand” I said crestfallen.  I couldn’t believe my bad luck to
have met a Catholic Brit, and that he should have mistaken my
excited cry for something that it wasn’t meant to be.
“You’re quite right, Corporal” came the voice of Marcas the
Evangelist.  “The root cause of all our bother is sectarianism, and
you were quite right to admonish this silly bigot.  Mind you, I
happen to know him, and I can assure you that it is probably the
first, and definitely the last, time that he’ll ever curse the Pope”.
“I’m sorry for the offence” I said, sheepishly.  “I didn’t mean it the
way it sounded.  It’s just that I saw the Pope standing over there and
we’re looking for him and Elvis...”.
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Áine kicked my on the shin and I clammed up.  Marcas and the
Expert however were out of shin-kicking range and they took up the
story.
“Yes” said the Expert.  “We’re looking for the two of them and I
notice now that Elvis is over there beside the Holy Father, behind
that fence...”.
“They wouldn’t be under arrest or anything, would they?” asked
Marcas.
“Go on ahead with you all” said the Brit, “And if you want my
advice you’ll not be sticking your nose in to business that doesn’t
concern you”.
“I don’t think you understand, Corporal” said Eddie, naively.
“We’re very serious.  We’re looking for Elvis, the Pope, President
Kennedy and Jim Reeves and we see that you have two of them
standing over there.  I’m wondering if maybe you could let them go
now and we’ll give them a lift on to where ever it is that they’re
going”.
“Those are two terrorists in disguise” said the Brit.  “We captured
them trying to escape the Donegal during the night.  And I might
add if they’re friends of yours then you could find yourselves going
to Fort George along with them today”.
Well that last statement quickly changed Eddie’s whole attitude.  He
had no desire to spend any time in Fort George, the local British
Army Base.  He denied ever seeing the two prisoners before and
congratulated the Brit on a fine catch.  He then gave marcas a kick
of the same geometrical proportions as his sister had given me
earlier and off the car sped towards the border.  Looking out the
back window the last I saw of the two prisoners was them being
loaded into the back of an armoured Pig and the metal doors
slamming shut.
Marcas drove on, quickly putting distance between himself and the
checkpoint while at the same time we kept a look out for Hugh’s
car.  For a mile or so the road was empty and suddenly we were in
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the village of Muff, on the Donegal side of the border and there
parked on the street was the blue 504. We pulled to a halt alongside
the car and a shiver ran down my spine.  The car was empty and
next to it was the village Garda station.  We rolled the windows
down and sat taking stock of the empty car.
“Do you think they’ve been arrested by the Gardaí?” asked Eddie.
“For what?” I replied.  “Have they done anything illegal?”.
“You never know” he said.  “I don’t think my relations would have
broken any laws... but what if there was a warrant out for that
woman who was with them”.
“My cousin?” said the Sticky.
“Hmm.  I’m sorry about hurting your feelings”.
“Don’t worry about it” said the Stickey, kindly.  “You’re quite right.
With Sinéad you wouldn’t know if she was on the wanted list or
not”.
“What’s that about Sinéad?” said a voice from inside the door of the
barracks.  “What is my beloved cousin saying about me now?”.
“Oh, it’s yourself, Sinéad” said Marcus sweetly.  “We were worried
in case there was a warrant out for you arrest in Donegal”.
“I’m sure you were worried, Marcas.  Well, you can let your mind
rest easy; we’re merely in the Garda Station to enquire if they
happened to have seen a couple of people passing this way dressed
in unusual clothing during the night”.
“And they didn’t!” came a grunt from Mrs. Neeson.  “Bloody
pagans.  They wouldn’t recognise the Pope if he walked into their
front room”.
“It’s okay, mammy” said Áine.  “We have found the Pope and Elvis.
This fellah here saw them first and now we know where they are”.
“He saw them?  What does that mean, pet.  Did you not get a chance
to speak to them? Did you not ask them to come on home with
you?”.
“And where are they now if they’re not with you?’ asked Áines
father.
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“They’re in Fort George” said Eddie, reluctantly, almost in
anticipation of what his mother was about to say.  Or shout.  Or
scream.  She screamed.
“Fort George?  What the hell are they doing in Fort George?  Are
they under arrest?  How do you know that they’re under arrest?
Were you there?  Did you see their -”.
But her husband interrupted before she could complete her tirade.
“Take it easy mother.  Let Áine finish the story”.
Áine wasted no time in recounting the events of the past half hour,
and of all that we had witnessed at the British army checkpoint a
mile up the road.  She finished with the last sight we’d seen of the
two fugitives being pushed into the back of an armoured pig and the
doors being locked shut.  And it was then that her mother really
exploded about the neglect and the failures and the stupidity of the
youth of today.
“I can’t believe this.  Hugh, love, tell me that I’m hearing things and
that they’re joking.  The poor Pope was standing there at the side of
the road with his two holy hands held high in the air and British
bayonets pointing in his direction.  The old enemy of the Faith, and
the old enemy of this holy green catholic country, it’s religion, it’s
poor long suffering people took the Pope prisoner tonight - and
these yellow bellied idiots allowed it to happen.  You allowed the
Brits to take the Pope to Fort George!” she yelled at us.  “God be
with the Penal Days when the priest was out saying mass on the
mountains and the people would’nt give their priests over to the
English.  What would you have done then, you, you Stickey bastard,
to save our Poor Pope from the English?  Eh, answer me that!  God
save Ireland is all I can say if it’s the like of you we’re relying on!”.
It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so serious.  On and on
she went with the abuse and about the generation of today and all
the usual lines of attack.  Finally she began roaring and crying and
wailing so loudly that the village garda came out to see what all the
noise was about, and to see if someone was assaulting the woman.
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As soon as she spotted him, the unsuspecting garda became a focus
for the next phase of the insults and she told him to get back into his
office and mind his own business.  “You wouldn’t help the
beleagured people of the north in 1969” she shouted.  “I don’t want
your help now”.  Well, if the garda didn’t understand what the row
was about up until then, he understood what is was about from then
on.  He told her he was going to arrest her for disorderly behaviour,
but Hugh managed to quell the situation by saying that we were on
our way back to Derry ( a place the garda invited us never to leave
again) and when the Garda was satisfied that another day of his life
could safely pass without too much complicated paperwork we were
allowed to leave.  As a parting shot Mrs. Neeson said that we would
rendevous encore in Derry to discuss developments.
An hour later the two cars would have been seen parked bumper to
bumper on the Steelstown Road.  Gathered round the cars in a group
were the ten of us, studying the problem and debating the latest
twist.  Mrs. Neeson had calmed again but I knew full well that there
would be a renewed onslaught about the cowardice of the four of us
who ‘abandoned’ the Pope if we didn’t manage to find a way to
rescue him from the hands of the enemy.  Terry was speaking.
“I think we should phone Fort George to see if they’re still in
custody” he said.  “Whoever phones can pretend to be a solicitor”.
“Do you think that the Brits will give that sort of informAtion out
over the phone?” asked the Expert.  “There’s such a thing as The
Official Secrets Act, you know, Terry”.
“Maybe this isn’t an Officail secret” replied his brother.  “Anyway,
have you any better suggestions?  I think that nothing beats a try”.
“Terry is right” said Sinéad.  “if the Brits are saying that they are
oing to press charges then they will have to allow a solicitor in to
see them before they go to court”.
“And what if they don’t recognise the court?” asked Willie.  “I
never recognised the court when I was charged”.
“That’s because you were too drunk to recognise anything that
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morning” said his wife.  “What would they refuse to recognise the
court for?  They haven’t done anything”.
“Neither had I.  I was the Shantallow One and nobody gave a
damn”.  My heart bled for him.  
“So.  Will I give Fort George a ring?” asked Terry.  Terry loved the
phone.  Years before I had heard that Terry had tried to join the IRA
and at his first meeting he had been asked what role he would like in
the IRA.  
“I’d like to be a TO” he answered confidently.  
“What do you know about weapons that makes you want to be a
Training Officer?” he was asked.
“Who said anything about training?” Terry replied.  “It’s a
Telephone Officer I want to be, phoning in the warnings for the
bombs”.
He wasn’t recruited, needless to say.
When it was clear that no-one could come up with a better idea, we
agreed to go along with Terry’s plan to phone Fort George. I gave
him 10p for the call.
Before making the call there ewas one other problem, namely laying
hands on the number.  We scrutinised a telephone book in a booth
but the only advice written beside the Brit Fort was that Informers
Would be Shot.  Marcas seemed to redden for a second or two when
Terry read that phrase out.  Eventually we called the enquiries and a
helpful voice there gave us the number.  Therry had a short script
written out as to what he would say to the Brits in Fort George and
it was as well that he did because in his excitement he almost forgot
what it was that was on his mind and almost lost my last10p.
I could only hear one side of the conversation, Terry’s side of it.  It
went along these lines.
“Hello... Yes.  Speak in English? I am speaking in English.  Fort
George?  Yes.  This is Claude Wilton the Solicitor... Is the Pope and
Elvis still there?... Are the Pope and Elvis still here?... No, are the
Pope and Elvis still there?... Who the *%$£@ cares about English
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grammar, ye English Bastard... I’m asking a question about my
clients....”.   There was a long pause at this point and finally the
conversation ended with Terry shouting” And the same to you, you
British moron”.
The final sentence must have reverberated round Fort George he put
so much effort into it.  He told us that the Brit had insulted his
intelligence and cast some doubts as to his father’s identity, so we
reckoned he wqs entitled to let off some steam.
“So.  Is the Pope and Elvis there still?” asked his mother, oblivious
to the lesson in English grammar that her son had recently
benefitted from.
“You wouldn’t believe the cheek of that Brit” said Terry, seething
with anger.  “The cheeky pup told me that they had released the two
thick Paddies a couple of minutes ago and that they were on their
way back to the Muff border to be deported”.
“Blessed are they who suffer for justice” said Mrs. Neeson.  I was
almost moved by her piety.
“That Brit had neither manners nor breeding” said her husband.
“Probably a younger Brit” said Mrs. Neeson.  “I remember when the
Brits first came to Derry in 1969.  They were far more polite than
these cheeky scuts today.  They were forever ma’amimg me up and
ma’amimg me down.  They were very polite”.
“Aye” said Hugh.  “Very polite.  Do you remember how polite they
were the night they broke my nose in Waterloo Place”.
“There’s always the odd bad apple” said his wife, though she did not
concede the point to him.  “Anyway.  What are we doing standing
here for like a crowd of headless chickens.  The Pope and Elvis are
free and back at the Border.  Come on.  Lets be on our way”.
And with that command the ten of us erupted out of the telephone
box we had been crowded in to and made a run for the cars.
For the second time that morning we hit the road for old Donegal
via the security base on the Culmore Road. This time, however,
Áine, Marcas, Eddie and myself were in the first car to reach the
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checkpoint and we had already made our way over the set of ramps,
Marcas craftilly pulling the left side of the car on to the level
footpath so that we would not have to unduly undulate.  He said.  I
believed him, though unfortunately it raised the Brit’s suspicions
when he saw a car approaching him at a 30˚ angle.  Ahead of me,
beyond the Brit, I could see the Pope again and standing beside him,
Elvis.  I was delighted.  The two of them were standing thumbing a
lift and I nudged Áine and told her in afew minutes our search
would be over and that we would have the Pope and Elvis in our
hands.  It was just our luck that at that very instant the Brit
recognised me as the person who had insulted his faith earlier in the
day.
“An’ where’s it too this time, guv?” he asked Marcas.
“Donegal” answered Marcas.
“And what’s your business in Donegal?”
“We’re going to meet the Pope and Elvis” said Marcas and I could
sense immediately that it wasn’t the right thing to say.
“Oh, a Papal audience is it?  Right well if you wouldn’t mind
pulling your car into that search bay, I’ll go and see if any of the
Swiss Guards are ready to greet you”.
I watched sadly through the narrowing gap of the closing steel gates
of the  search bay as the second car approached, and was quickly
waved through the checkpoint.  From the enclosure I couldn’t see it,
but just beyond the checkpoint Hugh and his passengers stopped
and gave the Pope and Elvis a lift and then continued on their way
towards Muff.
We were held in the search bay for half an hour before the Brit
finally relented and allowed us to travel on.  At least the commercial
traveller hadn’t reported his car stolen yet although by now that was
the least of my worries.  The Pope and Elvis were no-where to be
seen when we emerged into the countryside on the other side of the
checkpoint, nor was the second car.  We drove on until we reached
Muff, still hopeful that we would soon catch up with the others.
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By the time we reached Muff it was painfully obvious that the two
groups had once again been separated and that there was neither
sight nor smell of the others.  A lone Garda was standing in the
middle of the road, waiting on business and when he saw ud
approaching he raised his hand.
“Good morning, Sir” he said taking the licence from Marcas.  “And
where are you coming from?”.  We had approached on the Derry
Road, but with the native cunning of the Donegal Garda this guy
was taking nothing for granted.
“From Derry”.  
“Hmm. Okay.  On you go”.
“Excuse me a minute, Guard” said Eddie.  “By any chance did you
happen to see a Puegot 504 passing by this was about half an hour
ago?”
“Hmmm.  Let me see now.  A Puegot 504?  Was it driven by a male
or a female?”
“A male”.
“And how many occupants would have been in the vehicle?”.
“Ah, five, six plus the Pope, Elvis.... Eight occupants I suppose?”.
“HmmmmAnd what colour was the vehicle?”.
“Blue” said Eddie, hope rising.
The Garda produced his note book and flipped through the pages.”A
blue Puegot 504 with eight occupants during the past half an hour.
No, I’m sorry.I don’t have any record of it.  I have a black mans
bicycle of the High Nellie design and a Ford Red tractor with a
trailer, but that is the only vehicles I have had through here all
morning.  Hmmmmm.  Pity.  I’d have liked to have had that blue
Puegot.  Tisn’t many Puegots I have in my book.  Hmmmmmm”.
“Thanks” said Marcas, doubtfully.
“Don’t mention it” said the Garda.  “Sure isn’t that what I’m here
for.  Hmmmmmmm”.
We moved on, all four sitting in silence in the car, a silence that I
was afraid to beak in case I’d explode laughing, but after five
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minutes I heard a long Hmmmm from Marcas and that started all
four of us crying with laughter. The Stickey pulled the car in to the
side of the road and we lay on the ditch, each in turn releasing long
drawn Hmmmms until we could Hmmm no more.  And then we
remembered our reason for being in Donegal at this early hour of
the day.  Where could the others have gone with the Pope and Elvis?
The trail had gone cold for us, but we were sure that Mrs. Neeson
and the rest were at this very minute sitting  with the Pope and the
others - probably close by to where we were.  It was sad.  
We began to consider the possibility of returning to Derry once
again to wait for developments when suddenly Marcas declared that
he had a solution.  That sent a shiver down my back.  I could
remember the last solution that the stickey had come up with when
he hi-jacked the travelling salesman’s car outside the Mobile.
“Go ahead” said the Expert.  “Surprise us with your solution”.
“This is a fool-proof plan” he said.  Now I was definitely worried.
“Look.  Do you see your man coming down the road there?” and he
pointed in the direction of a man approaching on a bicycle about
half a mile up the road from where we were standing.
“I see him” said the Expert.  “It looks like a Postman to me”.
“Exactly!  And what does a post man carry?”
“Letters” said Áine.
“Giro’s” said Eddie and myself in one breath.
“Letters” said the Stickey.  “Áine is right.  And what is written on
these letters?  Names and addresses.  Am I making myself clear...?”.
“Names and addresses?” I said.  “Do you think that the Pope and
Elvis would be so stupid as to use their own names on letters?  Sure
if they did that their secret wouldn’t be much of a secret”.
“I’m not talking about their names and addresses” said the Stickey,
smugly.  “Listen.  The Pope is from Italy.  Kennedy is from the USA
as is Elvis and as is Jim Reeves.  Right?”.
“We already know that” said Áine, impatiently.
“Well, then.  It doesn’t matter what names they are living under,
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they still have to get their mail from somewhere and most of their
letter will come from the same places as they are from.  All we have
to do is search that postman’s bag and if there are a lot of letters
with Italian or USA stamps going to the same address, Bingo, we
have them”.
I had to admit to myself that it had a whiff of sense about it, but
before any of us could get a chance to weigh up the pro’s and con’s,
the postman reached the place where we were waiting and Marcas
jumped out, knocked the man off his bicycle and shoute “Official
IRA!  Don’t make any sudden moves or I’ll put one in your head”.
The frightened and shocked man lay on the ground, eyes leaping
from face to face, puzzled as to how he had reached this impasse in
his life, lying there in the horizontal field when ten seconds earlier
he had been happily cycling along through the vertical field.  I
couldn’t bear to look at the terror in his eyes, but Marcas shouted at
him to turn his head away and not to be looking at us.
I’ll never forget the sight.  The front wheel of the bike was still
spinning slowly although the back end of the bike was partly
wrapped and entangled round the man’s legs.  His bag was lying on
the ground, and stretching from it was the strap which was still
round his neck, half choking him.  Marcas pulled a erd Swiss Army
knife from an inside pocket and for a second I thought that he was
going to murder the poor postman but instead he cut the straps and
freed the postman from his burden.
He ordered the Expert to tie the victim up and to blindfold him, a
task which Eddie did without emotion.  Meanwhile I let the air out
of the bicycle tyres, becoming an accomplice in the Mail Robbery,
and then throwing the bike over the hedge into the ditch.  Áine took
a cushion from the front seat of the hi-jacked car and placed it under
the man’s head on the roadway while marcas stood and delivered a
speech to the bewildered hostage about the revolution, workers
rising up and shaking off their shackles and the surplus value placed
by the bourgeoisie on non-productive labour.  It was all above the
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man’s head from where he was lying but Marcas didn’t seem to
notice.  Before we departed in the car, the Stickey gave him another
kick in the arse and warned him not to report the incident to the
Gardaí.
As we set off in the car Marcas said that he knew an abandoned
cottage a few miles up the road, and that we could go there to
examine the bag of letters in peace.  Áine and myself were very
nervous at this sudden turn of events and we smoked a few
cigarettes to calm the nerves.
I wasn’t able to speak.  I didn’t even want to speak, but if I sought
comfort in the solace of silence the expert had the opposite cure.  He
was talking at a machine gun pace; fast, silly and without end.  The
only speck of humour to the situation was when he asked Marcas if
he could have some of the foreign stamps for his collection at home.
“Is that all you have to worry about?” asked the Stickey.  “In an
hour’s time we’ll have every member of the Garda Síochána in
Donegal on our heels because of that postman, and al you want is a
few stamps for your collection”.
“I never look a gift horse in the mouth” said the Expert.  “It’s just
that it’s not every day I see so many foreign stamps in one place,
and I was thinking that maybe nobody would mind if I took a few”.
“We’ll split them 50-50” said the Stickey, splits forever on his mind,
“I have a brother at home who collects stamps as well”.
“How far are we from this house?” asked Áine.  “I’m getting a bit
worried in case the Garda stop us while we still have this bag of
letters with us”.
“It’s just ahead of us” said Marcas, and sure enough, about half a
mile ahead, there stood a set of ruins.  Shortly before we drew level
with the house Marcas pulled the car into the side and began
winding up an untarrred road.  A minute later we were at the house.
As everyone got out of the car the Expert carried the bag intio the
house and the Stickey scrutinised the laneway and the neighbouring
fields.  When he was satisfied that the coast was clear he followed
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the rest of us into the house.  The Expert had already emptied the
bag of letters onto the muddy floor, and because the building was
roofless, it was relatively easy to see the names and addresses on the
envelopes.
“Try not to let the letters get dirty on that floor” said Áine.  “People
will be waiting on their letter arriving later and we shouldn’t let
them be dirtied”.
“What, are you going to deliver them around the doors personally?”
asked her brother, sarcastically.  “Don’t you worry about the letters
getting dirty, we’ll be burning the evidence when we find what
we’re looking for”.
“That’s not right” said Áine.  “It’s not fair at all to the people who
own the leters.  What do you think?” she asked me.
“I don’t know, Áine.  Our finger prints are going to be all over these
letters when this is finished and maybe Eddie is right.  Maybe we
should burn the evidence”.
“Well, I don’t agree.  I think we should leave them some place and
let the Post Office know where we dumped them so that people can
still receive their letters”.
“We’ll sort that all out leter” said the Stickey.  “Here, Eddie.  You
can start on that pile there”.
He made four piles out of the single heap of letters and pushed one
in each of our directions, and we fell silent as we began searching
for US or Italian stamps.  If the Stickey’s theory was right then only
one of us would find the bundle, because all the letters with the
Italian and American stamps attached would be going to the same
address in Donegal.  I stooped over and began flicking through the
letters.  Jesus, it was unbelievable the number of letters which
travelled through the post every day.  I could barely believe the
number of cities in the world that would have a correspondance with
remote villages in Inishowen.  There were letters there from
England, from Scotland, from the Continent... from the Continent...
a postcard from Italy.  I turned the card round and guiltily read the
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message. “Weather lovely.  We saw the Pope today.  Love from
Liam and Máire xoxoxo”. Honeymooners, no doubt.  I dumped it
without any further interest or ceremony in the left hand pile of
rejects that I had begun accumulating and continued with my search. 
There were loads of letters from the USA and for a minute I thought
I was on to something, but then I realised that it was emigrant
letters.  God and the postman alone knows how many poor Irish
people have had to emigrate over the years.  I cursed England, just a
small curse, because after being up all night talking and searching
for the Pope and Elvis I wasn’t in tip top cursing form.  
We had been searching for about half an hour when Áine suddenly
let a delighted yelp out of her.
“I’ve found them.  I have them.  Definitely!”.
“Let me see” said Marcas, jealously.  “Where are they?”.
“They’re here.  They are all here together” said she, confidently.
“Look at the names and the stamps and you’ll see”.  She stretched
the bundle of letters across to us and sat back with a satisfied and
certain attitude embracing her.  I flicked through the bundle, not
wanting to appear to have any doubts but at the same time curious
as to what had aroused her attention.  All the letters were going to
the same address although they were addressed to different people.
Most of the stamps were from the USA although there were a few
Italian origin letters there too.  I read out a few names to the others.
“Paul Mc Shane.  Seán Mc Polane. Paul Johnstone...”.
“That’s the Pope, don’t you see?” said Áine.  “It’s all combinations
of the name John Paul”.
“Gerald Mc Shane.  Hugh Johnstone.  Kenny D McGerald” I
continued.
“That’s JFK, of course” said the Stickey, as if he himself had
discovered the connection.
‘Well, who is this living in the house with them?” asked the Expert,
picking up another letter form the pile.  “It looks as if they have a
Jewish guy living with them.  His name is Ted. E. Bayer”.
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“He’s probably from Mossad” said the Stickey.
“Don’t be ridiculous” said Áine.  “That’s Elvis of course”.
“Elvis?” asked the Expert.  
“Yeah. I just wanna be your Ted E Bayer” was Áine’s musical reply.
She had a fine voice.
“Jeese, I think she has it, right enough” said the Stickey.  “Fair play
to you, Áine”.
“Hang on a minute” said her brother.  “That’s only three.  Where is
Jim Reeves?”.
“Ah frig Jim Reeves” said Áine. “We have three of them.  Maybe
Jim Reeves doesn’t get any letters”.
“Maybe he’s dead” said the Stickey, helpfully. “After all it’s a long
time since the last time he died, isn’t it”.
“My mother won’t like to hear that news” said Eddie. She’s waiting
a long time on this day and if she hears now that he’s dead, she
might have a heart attack”.
“We’ll break the news to her gently” said the Stickey, heartless as
ever.  “Come on.  Áine, will you write down those names, and the
addresses too before we destroy the letters”.  He was taking a box of
matches from his pocket while piling up the letters in the centre of
the floor with his foot.
“I don’t think we should be burning the letters” said Áine.
“We have to burn them” said Marcas.  “As your beloved boyfriend
here has already said, our fingerprints are all over them.  We have
no real choice”.
“We have a choice” said Áine.  “We can give the bag of letters back
to the postman”.
“We can’t do that” said the Expert, who was a pyromaniac and all
set to light a fire. “The postman would squeal on us”.
“He wouldn’t squeal on us if Marcas threatened him with revenge
from the Stickies” said Áine.
“Retaliation from the Official IRA if you don’t mind” said the
Stickey, proudly.  “And now that I think about it, maybe Áine is

99



right. Maybe we shouldn’t burn the letters.  What if somebody
notices the smoke coming from this abandoned house, eh?”.
The Expert wasn’t convinced.  “I can’t see how a threat of
retaliation would work, anyway.  Sure, the Official IRA aren’t even
meant to exist, and even if they did, who would believe that they
would steal letters from a postman?”.
“He’d take heed of the threat, have no doubt about that!” said the
Stickey, with anger rising in his voice.  “And if he didn’t heed my
warning... he’d be making a big mistake.  You all saw, and that
postman saw too, just how effective I am when I put my mind to it.
He’d be making a major mistake if he didn’t take heed of my
warning”.
The Stickey was looking for another chance to show us what he was
made of, and for strategic reasons Áine was goading him on, so that
he’d end up doing exactly what she was looking for him to do.
“Well, do as you see fit” said the Expert, sourly, “But I think we’re
putting our freedom at risk by not burning the letters”.
Marcas and Áine began loading the piles of letters into the post bag
while the Expert and myself stepped outside to look at the lay of the
land and see if anyone had crept up on us during our search of the
letters.  I took a couple of fags from my box and gave one to Eddie.
After about a dozen tries and a dozen matches later he finally
managed to light my cigarette.  I was gradually using up all his
matches.
I smell them” he said, suddenly.
I looked at my feet, embarassed in case my socks were letting me
down.  “What do you smell?” I asked, sniffing the air, hesitantly.
“The Pope and the rest of them.  They are so close to us that I can
smell them, and believe me it won’t be long until we have them in
our grasp!”.
“We have their address now, that much is true” I said.  “Mind you,
they were even closer to us at that checkpoint and they managed to
slip away from us then”.
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“That’s because the other stole them from us” he snarled.  “I reckon
it was that Sinéad face and Hugh who put them up to it.  My mother
would never do a dirty trick like that on me”.
“How do you know that nothing more serious happened to them?” I
asked.
“Such as?”.
“I don’t know... But it was certainly strange that the Garda didn’t
see them crossing the Border”.
“Are you suggesting that they haven’t even reached the Free State
yet?” he asked.
“Maybe they did, but maybe they travelled along a back road.
Maybe they aren’t even staying at that address.  You know, there is
such a thing as a dead letter drop”.
“It would be appropriate enough, wouldn’t it” he said, half to
himself.  “It doesn’t matter.  As long as I have this smell of them in
my nose I know we are going to get them.  You’ll see”.
“He had more hope than I had.  There was something strange about
the way that there wasn’t the slightest trace of the fugitives or of the
posse in the other car.  I tried to reassure myself. At least we had the
address.
Marcas and Áine came through the empty doorway, Marcas
carrying the bag of letters.  They weren’t even looking at one
another and it was obvious that words had been exchanged again.
We climbed into the car and the Stickey started the engine with a
roar and roughly pulled out from the laneway onto the road.
“Is there a radio working in this car?” asked Áine.
“Your sister is the cool customer, Eddie” said the Stickey.  “Here
she is with your man here like Bonny and Clyde and all she wants is
a bit of music”.
“I’m not interested in music” said Áine.  “I want to hear the news,
to find out if there is any sceal on my mammy and the rest of them.
I think there might have been an accident somewhere along the
road”.
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“Jesus, Áine.  Don’t be so pessimistic” said her brother.  “Try and
be a bit more hopeful would you!”.
Marcas switched the radio on and a song by Elvis was playing. The
Expert said thsat it was a good sign and he encouraged Áine to join
in the song.  She had a lovely voice and we all sat enjoying the
interlude from our task and listened until the end of the song.  Then
the arse fell out of the bucket.  A News Flash came over on
Highland radio.
“The gardaí are still searching for the armed gang who hijacked  a
postman outside Muff earlier today.  Reports say that there were at
least half a dozen men in the group and one woman who appeared to
be in charge.  Garda sources say that the postman was unable to
help them with photofit pictures but that he said that the woman in
the group looked remarkably like Jackie Kennedy Onassis, the
widow of the murdered US President, when Mrs. Kennedy was
wearing sunglasses.  There are checkpoints in operation on many
Donegal Roads in pursuit of the culprits and we’ll bring you more
news as we hear it.  Now back to the music”.
“Holy God! Did yous hear that?” said Eddie, a redundant question if
ever I heard one.  It was obvious that we had all heard it.  “My God,
they’re looking for our Áine for a post office robbery!”.
“Take those sunglasses off immediately, Áine” I said.  “throw them
out the window.  You heard the radio.  There are checkpoints
everywhere”.
“What the hell is she wearing sunglasses for anyway?” asked the
Stickey. “It’s not even a sunny day”.
“Mind your own business” said áine to her foe, as she tossed the
evidence out the window.  She turned to me, tears in her eyes.  “I’m
sorry about those glasses.  You bought them to me last year as a
present from Bundoran, remember?”.
“Ah, well I remember, love.  But don’t be fretting.  I’ll buy another
pair for you when we manage to get out of this fix”.
She laid her head gently on my shoulder and although she made no
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sound I knew that she was crying by the shudders and shakes.  I
would have been crying too, except that there were a couple of other
men in the car and I didn’t like to show myself up in public.  There
was a great lump in my throat, however, thinking about Áine and
the sunglasses.  They were a big thing to her, and they were evn
bigger now to me.  If it hadn’t been for those sunglasses and the
chance remark that Freddie Devlin had passed to me the previous
evening in the Stardust, we wouldn’t even be in this stolen car at all
being hunted by the gardaí. And who kne, maybe that other
unfortunate man in Derry who owned the bloody stolen car in the
first place had also reported his hijacking and by now we were
being hunted on both sides of the border, by the Brits on one side
and the Task Force on the other.  If they ever caught us they’d throw
me in Long Kesh or Portlaoise and Áine in Maghaberry or Limerick
and they’d throw away the key.  Maybe we’d never see each other
again.  I manfully decided to cry.
“Dry your eyes, you’re like an aul’ woman” said the Stickey from
his moral high seat in the front of the car.  “You’re going to cry
misfortune on us with all that whinging”.
“Get a grip on yourself” said the Expert, chiming in.  “You should
be showing an example to my sister instead of sitting there wailing
like a child”.
“I’m not wailing like a child” I sniffled.  “I’m crying like a man”.
“And to think that he was looking to join the Official IRA” said the
Stickey.  “Jesus, can you imagine what he’d have been like if he was
out on some important operation?”.
That stopped my crying instantly.  I had never asked to join his
Stickies, and even less chance of his Stickies refusing me.
“I nere knew you were inclined to the Stickies” said Áine, with deep
accusation.
“That’s a lie” I said.  “I wouldn’t go into the stickies if there was
conscription on!”.
The car suddenly skidded to a halt as Marcas stod on the brakes.  He
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turned in his seat.
“Right.  Now listen.  I have just about had enough of the two of you
insulting me and insulting the Organisation.  Your whole family,
with the exception of Noreen, have been at it all night.  If I hear one
moreword, one more wrong word of insult then there will be
trouble.  Is that clear enough for you all?”.
“You won’t have anything to complain about as far as I’d be
concerned” said the Expert like a weasel.  After all that I’ve
witnessed tonight I have nothing but the utmost respect for your
organisation”.
“Traitor” said Áine.
“Take it easy, love” I said.
“Right!  That’s enough!  That’s the straw to break the camel’s back!
I have been far too patient with you but it’s all over now.   Out! Out!
Out!” he shouted.
“Maggie fucking Thatcher!” I shouted, for want of something better
to say.
Out we went and before the door closed I heard him asking the
Expert if he wanted to go along with us. I didn’t hear the answer but
the car sped off. It all happened so quickly that we didn’t even have
a chance to fire a stone at the car.  It was out of sight within seconds
and myself and ane were left standing at the side of the road like
two empty milk bottles.
“What did I say wrong?” asked Áine.
“It doesn’t matter what you said, Áine” I answered after a pause of a
few seconds.  I had pondered over all that had transpired in the
previous couple of minutes and it was obvious that the Stickey had
sacrificed us, Áine and me, to increase his own share of the loot.  If
it hadn’t have happened there, it would have happened anyway a
mile or so down the road.  “It doesn’t matter.  Marcas and your
treacherous brother are away down the road trying to do us out of
our share of the money we’ll get for finding the Pope, the President
and the King and the Gentleman, but they seem to have forgotten
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one thing... We still have the address.  We’ll eventually catch up
with them, just wait and see.  Now, look.  There’s a lorry coming
towards us.  Stick out your thumb, girl.  We need a lift back to Muff
again.  the Pope is waiting on us there”.
The lorry didn’t stop, nor did the next two or three vehicles to come
behind it, but eventually a van arrived and pulled into the hard
shoulder beside us.  A farmer was driving the van and he shouted to
us that he was going as far as Muff.  We ran to the van and jumped
in.  He was a big, talkative man and it wasn’t long until he began
telling us about the big local news of the day, the robbery of the
local postman. He was sure and certain that the blackguards that
robbed the poor man would be caught before the day was out and
we were both happy to hear that the victim of the attack wasn’t
injured - although the bloodthirsty talk of one of the perpratators
had almost frightened the life out of him.
A mile down the road on the blind side of a sharp corner we
suddenly struck a garda checkpoint and what was sitting in the
middle of it but the same car we had watched vanishing from us
twenty minutes earlier with Marcas the Stickey and Eddie the
Expert on board.  Now, however, the two of them were stretched out
on the ground like a matching pair of x’s with their arms and legs at
full tilt.  All around them, members of the Task Force were proudly
milling and strutting their stuff, Usi machineguns cradled in their
arms and sitting in front of the pair of prisoners, like an accusation
of guilt, the postman’s bag.  I flashed a warning glance at Áine not
to say anything wrong here.
A garda approached the van and greeted the driver.
“Good morning, Peter”.
“Good morning to you, garda.  Have you some sort of problem
here?”.
“Divil the problem, Peter.  This is the solution to a problem you’re
looking at.  That’s the gang that robbed Barney Mc Loughlin this
morning.  We’re after capturing them quarter of an hour ago with
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the evidence, red handed if you don’t mind”.
“There’s only two of them there” said the farmer, confusing the
issue.  “The radio said that there were at least a dozen of them”.
“That was tactics and official disinformation” said the garda.  “To
tell you the truth we haven’t a baldy notion how many of them there
were, and Barney McLoughlin went into Mary Mc Fadden’s for a
drink to steady his nerves before he reported the incident to us.  By
God, if he isn’t plastered out of his mind and sure there could have
been hundreds of the robbers for all he can tell us.  But in any case
we have two and thats plenty for one day. Betwenn me and you,
we’ll be removing the road blocks very shortly and transferring
these prisoners to Buncrana for further questioning”.
“Congratulations, to all of you” said the farmer, and Áine and
myself murmered our general agreement.  “Now, is there any
chance that we can be allowed through.  I’m only going in as far as
Muff to deliver a bag of spuds”.
“Of course you can.  Of course you can.  Now, on you go Peter and
say hello to your mother for me”.
“Cheerio”.  We were on the road again and the farmer drove in
silence for a short while before speaking.   “That pair will pay
dearly for their day’s work” he said at last.  “They’ll know what hit
them when the cell door shuts behind them tonight”.
“How long do you think they’ll get?” asked Áine.
“Who knows.  Twenty years maybe.  It’s a pity of them, isn’t it?”.
“It is” agreed Áine.  “And it’s a great pity for their families too”.
We travelled the next mile into Muff in a contemplative silence.
Áine was thinking about her brother, I was sure, while I was
thinking about the Stickey.  Would he open his mouth?.  Would the
Gardaíbe looking for us by this evening with full information of our
names and addresses because of Marcas squealing on us?.  I had no
love for the creep, but for the mean-time I was wishing to see him
walking out of his present difficulty.
The farmer stopped his van outside a fish and chip shop and Áine
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and myself climbed out of the front.  I offered to help the driver
with his delivery but he didn’t need help so we left him to his
business and headed in the direction of the road across to Buncrana,
across through the townland of Birdstown, the townland where we
had discovered the addresses for the Pope, Elvis and JFK.
Áine still had some chocolate left and we nibbled at it as we walked
along, trying to overcome the great hunger which by now was
screaming out from the bottom of my stomach for attention.  When
the chocolate was gone we smoked a couple of cigarettes  and drank
some of the milk.  An army marches on its stomach.  My stomach
felt as if an army was marching round inside it. The road was
deserted and we knew that there was little chance of any traffic
coming along to give us a lift.  I thought of the long walk ahead and
was depressed to remember the long walk of the previous night
from the Stardust to Shantallow.  I took Áine’s hand and we
continued walking the lonely road.
“We should really go to Buncrana and try and bail Eddie out.  And
that Stickey too.  He’s probably putting all the blame on our
family”.
“Or maybe on his cousin” I said.
“Blood is thicker than water” she answered.  “Maybe he isn’t saying
anything at all”.
“If he doesn’t speak, Eddie will” I said, without any insult to her
brioher.  “You know the way the Heavy Gang works.  They’ll beat a
statement out of him one way or the other”.
“That’s heartening to hear” she said, drily.
A couple of miles further along the road Áine suddenly grabbed me
and pulled me down into the ditch beside her.  I thought my day had
come and that she had had a sudden change of heart about the pre-
marital business, but then she whispered that she had noticed some
strange activity at a biggish house just up the road from where we
were crouching.
“Strange?” I repeated.  “What do you mean strange?”.
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“I saw a crowd of men” she said.  “I think it might be Taskies”.
“Taxies?”.
“Taskies” she replied.  “You know, the Task Force of the Gardaí”.
“Jesus!  Do you think they’re looking for us?”
“Probably.  Eddie and Marcas must have spilled the beans”.
“Where are they exactly?” I asked.  My curiousity was getting the
better of me.
“There’s a big white house up there on the left.  I think the men
standing outside it have guns”.
“That’ll be the Task force, right enough” I said. “Wait a minute until
I see them myself”. I moved slowly forward, craning my neck to see
what had attracted Áine’s atention.  Through a gap in the hedge I
saw them, four armed men, tall, wearing long white raincoats and
talking into hand radios.  They were keeping a close watch on the
road but I couldn’t see any sign of the garda car or of a checkpoint.
There was something not quite right about this.  They appeared to
be guarding the house rather than raiding it.  A white house...
Birdstown... long white rain coats... Kennedy and his personal
guard!  Gotcha!
“Áine!  Áine!” I whispered, signalling to her to move up beside me.
She ran forward along the inside of the hedge, stooped over, and
stopped at the other side of the gap.  I nodded in the direction of the
white rain coats. “Do you see them?”.
“Yeah.  I already saw them” she said.
“Look at them again, Áine. It isn’t the Taskies.  It’s the CIA!”.
“Are you sure?” she said, stretching her neck to peer over the tip of
the hedge.
“Frig’s sake, Áine.  Watch they don’t see you”.
“Right.  Sorry.  Look, there’s somebody else coming out of the
house now. One, two, three, four, five.  There’s five of them there
now”.
“I know.  And if you ask me they’re guarding the house against
unwelcome visitors”.
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“Do you think so?” asked Áine.  She was watching the whole scene
carefully and only half listening to what I was saying.  “Look,
there’s one of them going back into the house now with the guy that
came out a minute ago.  Where is his gun?  He had a gun in his hand
earlier, hadn’t he?”
“He had.  I see it.  It’s over there beside that tree, can you see it?
Near that small hut?”.
“Oh, aye”.
“Áine, look what’s happening now!” I said, worried.  The two
raincoats had returned from inside the house and between them, like
a prisoner, was Áine’s brother Terry.
“That’s our Terry!” cried Áine.  “What’s going on?”.
“I don’t want to scare you, Áine, but I think Terry is their prisoner”.
We watched as the three of them stopped at the small hut, and Terry
went inside.  The other two waited and after a minute Terry came
back into view, zipping up his trousers.  A toilet.  They were
escorting Terry to the toilet.  We continued watching and over the
next fifteen or twenty minutes Mrs. Neeson, Hugh, Noreen and the
lodger all came out one after the other to answer the call of nature.
It ws the price to pay for all the tea the Neeson’s drank from
morning to night every day.  Each time someone went into the hut
the two CIA men would stand at a discreet distance from it and then
accompany their prisoner back to the house.  Meanwhile the other
three would keep up their vigil, guns at the ready, at the bottom of
the laneway nearest the road.
From where we were the CIA weren’t able to see us at all and after a
while we began to relax. We lay back, smoking and concocting
plans to free the prisoners down below.  One thing was buggingme,
however.  Why were they being held prisoner?  What had they done
on the CIA to lead to this?
There seemed to be only one explanation.  The others must have
given Elvis and the Pope a lift to here from the checkpoint at
Culmore, and then when they arrived the CIA, guarding Kennedy,
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must have arrested them to protect Kennedy’s secret.  For all we
knew they were under a sentence of death at this very minute and
the CIA were plotting and planning on how to go about it, plotting
on a series of death as bizarre as the death of that bus driver, Millar,
ten years ago at the Lilac Ballroom.  Maybe the only thing that was
keeping them alive at this time was the garda security operation
being staged throughout Inishowen.  Áine and me knew that the
security operation would soon be finished... would her family be
finished off at the same time?  I remembered the words we had all
used earlire that evening, that ‘you don’t frig about with the CIA’.
Now, here we were, sitting practically on top of them, and with no
choice but to frig with them - or else Áine’s whole family and the
others were going to be executed.  We would have to do something,
but what?
“There has to be some way of saving them” said Áine.
“I have ndoubt that you’re right” I replied, “But at the minute I can’t
think of what that way of saving them is”.
“We’ll have to discover it fairly soon” said Áine, “I’d say we have
only half an hour at the most and after that it’s May the Lord have
mercy on their Souls”. She began to cry.  I cried with her in
solidarity for a while.  Other, more hardened types would have said
that the blether was near my eye, crying so much, but it was that
type of day.  Sudeenly Áine stopped crying and announced that she
had discovered a plan.  “I have it” she said.  “I know what we’re
going to do!”.
“I know what I think we should do” I said.
“Right we’ll listen to your plan first” she said.  “Men always have
the first say in Ireland and I don’t think we should break with
tradition at this stage of the story”.
“I think we should just call the Gardaí” I said.  “If we phone up and
say that we know where a group of men with guns are hiding, with
seven innocent people being held hostage, then the gardaí will arrive
and rescue them.  As far as I’m concerned we should forget about
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the security and the privacy of Kennedy, the Pope and Elvis and try
and rescue your family”.
Áine didin’t see it like that, however.  “No way” she said.  “For a
start off, the gardaí would probably arrive ghere with all guns
blazing and my family would probably get killed anyway. What
would be the point of taking a chance like that?  You know the way
the Taskies work.  Shoot now  and don’t even bother to ask
questions later.  And as for JFK, Elvis and the Pope being exposed -
and Jim Reeves if he is still there - well, you can take it from me
that my late mother would never want to be responsible for
revealing their secret.  She would as quickly reveal the Third Secret
of Fatima as do that”.  I felt like telling her that the Third Secret of
Fatima was that Our Lady only had Two Secrets.
“Your mother isn’t your late mother yet, Áine” I reminded her.
“No, but she will be if you get your way.  Listen.  Here’s my plan.  I
think we should be able to make a bargain with the CIA down there.
And if we can’t make a bargain then we’ll have to seize the
moment, seize the guns and seize the day”.  
It was all very poetic.
“Now” she continued.  “Here’s my plan”.  Ten minutes and a few
cigarettes to calm my nerves down later, I walked out from my
hiding place and began the lonely journey the few hundred yards to
the white house where the three CIA men were standing watching
the road.  As I drew level with them I calle dout ‘Hello’ and they
answered with sullen nods of their suspicious heads.  When I was
doing no more than walking along I presented no threat, but when I
suddenly turned in their direction I noticed them stiffening and
growing very vigilant.
“Excuse me, sir” I said to the one who was most important looking.
“Could you tell me which of these houses is the one where the late
President Kennedy is living?”
I hadn’t the words out of my mouth when they had jumped out and
pinned me to the ground.  They quickly searched me and finding
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that I had no weapons, they asked me my name.  I complained about
thei8r rough handling and asked again if I was at the President’s
house.  The important looking one gave an order to the others to
carry me inot the house and to ‘put me with that other crowd of
wierdos’, while he himself ran down the road a piece to see if there
was any other sign of curious by-passers.  I made a lot of noise
complaining at all that was happening to me as they
unceremoniously dumped me in the front sitting room of the house.
“Who is this next?” asked an American sounding voice from the
gloom of the room.  I squinted and made out an armed CIA man
sitting guarding a circle of prisoners.
“I don’t know” answered my CIA man.  “He appeared on the
sidewalk a few minutes ago and asked the Boss if the President was
living here”.
“Sweet Jehovah!  The whole population in the neighbourhood must
know that the Chief is here.  This is all the fault of that doting silly
old Pope and his disco’s”.
“Don’t worry about it” answered my guard, ominously.  “We only
need to stick it out for another few hours, five or six at most, and
then we’ll be rid of the problem”.
“Where are we going to keep this prisoner?” asked the voice from
the twilight zone.
“Put him in here along with the rest of them.  God, I hope he doesn’t
have to run to the John every five minutes like these others”.
“Yous have neither máiners nor breeding” said a voice, a familiar
voice which I recognised immediately.  I was actually surprised at
myself for having an odd feeeling of emotion and choking up when
I heard her voice, and saw her sitting there on the hard floor, facing
the wall.  “No máiners at all, or respect for your elders. When I was
young and your age...”.
“Hey lady.  Just shuddup willya?  Jeeze, I never met anyone who
can make as many complaints in such a short time!”.
She continued with her moaning for another while but the CIA men
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left us alone and the room eventually fell silent.  Silent did I say?
Well, not exactly silent.  There was music coming from
somewhere... from a room to my rear... not music... Daniel O
Donnell.  A Daniel O Donnell song.  Then another.  And another
after that.  Good God in Heaven, are they going to be torturing us all
day long with that damnable music?
“Who is listening tothat music?” I asked the man who was guarding
me.  “Are they going to play the whole bloody Daniel O Donnell
collection?”.
“Quiet there!” he said.  He came and placed a blindfold over my
eyes, a blindfold similar to the ones already around the eyes of the
others in the room, but I didn’t mind. My task had been
accomplished.
“Is that you?” asked Mrs. Neeson in a whisper.  “How the hell did
you get caught, you stupid idiot”.
She didn’t seem to notice that she wasn’t exactly at liberty herself,
but I decided not to start an argument.  “It’s me” I replied.  “Don’t
be worried, everything is going to be alright soon”.
“Queit there I said” shouted the guard.  “If you don’t shut your
mouths now, I’ll shut them permanently!”.
“I want to go to the toilet” I said.
“Can you not wait?” he asked.
“I can’t wait” I said.  “I have to go now. Honest.  Please”.
“Don’t grovel to them” said a voice from somewhere else in the
room.  I wasn’t sure who had said it but I knew that he was sitting
over by the direction of the fire.  The fire was smouldering away,
the turf was still a bit damp from the rain outside.  I wasn’t ready to
leave the room yet, I needed to find out where everyone was
situated before I left.  
“What’s that you say?” I asked.  
“He said not to be lowering yourself to them” said another voice.  I
recognised that one as Sinead’s, so that left Noreen and the lodger
sitting over near the other wall by the door.  I would need to get
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their seats.
“Hi, mister guard.  If you aren’t going to allow me togo to the toilet
can you at least let me sit near the door.  I’m short of breath. I suffer
from asthma”.
“You are as much of a pest as that old woman” said the CIA man.
“You, get up out of there” he ordered, moving someone from their
seat.  “Now, you move over there” he said and he directed me across
to the seat beside the door, from where I could feel a breese blowing
in.  I sat down, happy in the knowledge that all was going according
to the plan that Áine had put together.
The monotonous music was still playing away in the background
and I was beginning tio think that it was deliberate, a form of white
noise or other mental torture.  If they had asked me for a confession
I’d have signed anything.  I’d have signed for the Guns of
Navarrone.  I’d have signed for sinking the Titanic.  I’d have signed
for JFK.  Except that he was still alive and somewhere in this very
house.  The noise was drivingme mad.  Hurry up, Áine.
One of the squad from outside came in and swopped places with the
guy inside.  The room remained in silence, each of us prisoners
alone with our own thoughts.  And then, slowly but surely, almost
imperceptibly at first, I began to notice smoke filling the room,
spreading it’s choking tentacles silently and subversively around the
room.
I didn’t move.  My eyes were beginning to smart a little but I tried
not to let it annoy me.  I heard someone on the other side of the
room coughing and a voice cursing the ‘useless damp Donegal turf’.
I was glad now to have the blindfold on, as I was sure that the room
was absolutely filled with smoke.  Still, there was no sign of the
CIA man moving from his position.  I was hoping that Áine had
managed to fully block the chimney with the sods of earth and turf,
so that no smoke at all could escape and that no-one had spotted her
while she was up on the roof. And then just as i was beginning to
lose hope, her work bore fruit.  The guard jumped fromn his chair,
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ran for the door shouting that the house was on fire.  I deftly stuck
my foot out in front of him and tripped him up just before he
reached the fresh air of the doorway. At that I heard the painful thud
of wood striking a skull and áine ran in the door just as I was
removing my blindfold.  It was all over in seconds.
“Good girl!” I said.  “C’mopn and we’ll pull this poor bastard in
before the others see him”.  We grabbed his feet and started
dragging him inside the door.
“I hope I didn’t kill him” said Áine, full of concern for her victim.
“I didn’t think I had hit him so hard”.
“There’s no gentle way to knock somebody out” I said, to reassure
her.  “Don’t worry yourself about it.  He’ll be alright in a while”.
“Áine?  Is that you?” asked her mother.  “What are you doing here?
What in under God is happening?”.
“I’ll explain everything in a minute” I said.  “Just be patient.  We
have a few other things to do and then... Áine, did you get that gun
from outside?”.
“I did.  I left it at the back of the house, near where I climbed up on
the roof.  That’s right, I nearly forgot.  hugh’s car is parked at the
back of the house too”.
“Thank God to hear that” sighed the lodger.
I went over to where Sinead was sitting, still blindfolded on the
floor.   “It’s me, Sinead” I said, removing the blindfold from her
eyes.  “Are you okay?  Are you injured at all?”.  Áine was moving
round the others checking that they were alright and removing their
blindfolds while teling them not to be making any noise, or any
more noise than was necessary - since it was impossible to tell Mrs.
Neeson not to make any noise at all.  Sinead told me that she was
fine, but that she was a little stiff after the couple of hours sitting in
one position.
“Why do you ask?” she said.
“Do you know how to use that gun?” I asked, pointing at the gun
which Áine had just removed from the CIA man’s holster.
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“I might do” she said, cautiously.  “Let me see it”.
Áine carefully stretched the gun out to Sinead but the latter gave a
sudden shout, and pushed the mouth of the barrell down towards the
ground. “Rule One” she said.  “Never point a gun at anyone”.
“Unless you’re going to shoot them” said the voice of Hugh from
the darkness. “Would there be any chance of somebody letting a bit
of air in here.  I’m choking”.
“In a minute” I said.  “We still have a few problems to sort out”.
Áine passed the gun to Sinéad, relieved that she hadn’t shot
anybody and Sinéad checked to see if the gun was loaded.  It was.
“Now” she said.  “We need to tie this guy up”.  She instructed Hugh
and Terry to tie the CIA man, but warned them to be gentle with
him. “Don’t be rough with him, we don’t want any trouble later.
He’s our passport to freedom”.
I opened the door and cautiously glanced up and down the lane.
Just out of sight and around the bend of the lane were three other
CIA agants and if they hadn’t heard the thump that Áine had struck
one of their comrades then we’d be alright for a while.  I slid myself
unobtrusively from the doorway and went across to the door of the
toilet, and listened outside for noises inside. When I was sure that it
was empty  I left the door half open and continued around to the
back of the house.  The gun was lying there just as Áine had said it
would be, so I picked it up and followed my route on round the
house.  Passing one of the windows at the back of the house I heard
the strains of Daniel O Donnell again, so I peeped in to see who was
in the room.  The Pope.  It was His Holiness the Pope listening to
Daniel O Donnell.  It shook me to the boots on my feet, that after all
the excitement of the day and the last few hours that I had clean
forgotten the primary reason for our journey, and now here he was
in front of me, the Pope Himself, alive and well and tapping a red
socked foot to the sounds of daniel o Donnell.  I hurried back round
to the front of the house and went back in to the smoke filled house.
“You forgot to take the sod off the chimney” said Áine sharply,
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amid the coughs and splutters of the others.
“I know, I know” I said.  “Listen.  Do you hear that music?  You’ll
never guess who that is!  It’s the Pope”.
“No it isn’t” she replied.  “That’s Daniel O Donnell.  My mammy
has every one of his records.  Isn’t that right, mammy?”.
“I don’t mean that it’s the Pope singing” I said. “I mean that it’s the
Pope who is in the back room listening to Daniel O Donnell!”.
“I could have told you that already” growled Mrs. Neeson.  “Elvis is
also in there at the back of the house some place. We gave them
both a lift here and all was going well untile them big bastards in the
white raincoats grabbed us and blindfolded us, and left us
sittinghere on the floor like a collection of Brian Keenans in the
Lebanon! This country is getting worse by the minute.  Wait until
you hear this...” and away she went, complaining about the way that
Elvis and the Pope (God Bless Him) hadn’t even lifted a hand to try
and help them when the other monsters started giving them a hard
time.  I didn’t bother waiting for the rest of the story.  I could hear
Áine’s father coughing away in the gloom and I reckoned that I’d be
as well to unsod the chimney before there was a death in the family. 
Away I went again round to the back of the house when I thought I
heard someone following me.  I stopped and raised the barrell of my
gun and waited on the person following me to come around the
corner, but instead, suddenly, a gun was pointing straight at my face.
“Stop” I said.  “Stop right there or I’ll put one in your head”.  I was
learning the lines from Marcas by now, and sure enoiugh the gun
stopped moving and began lowering it’s barrell to the ground.
“Do you want me to put the gun right down?” asked the voice of
Sinéad.  “Make your mind up.  It was you that gave me the gun in
the first place”.
“For God’s sake, Sinéad.  Don’t be doing things like that.  You
frightened the life out of me there, following me like that.  What do
you want?  Wait.  Wait here a minute until I remove this sod from
the chimney before they all choke inside”. I handed her my gun to
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hold and quickly scampered up the chimney to remove the sod. I
slid back down the thatch and landed beside her.  “What’s wrong,
Sinéad.  Why are you not inside guarding the prisoners with that
gun?”.
“Thats the problem” she said. “I can’t guard prisoners.  It goes
against my nature to act as a screw and keep people as prisoners
after all the years I’ve spent as a prisoner myself.  I haven't the
stomach for it.  Believe me, it’s the most shameless job in the world,
keeping people locked up.  Can you not understand how I feel?”.
“I can.  But I can also understand how I’m going to feel if I’m
locked up myself later, either by the CIA or by the Gardaí...  Look,
Sinéad.  It’s as simple as this.  You’re the only one who can use that
gun.  The rest of us have no experience and we need you to do it.  In
any case, you’re life as a screw will be short lived.  This madness
should all be over and done with very shortly”.
“Over and done with?” she asked, a smile coming to her face.  “Are
you thinking of having a gun battle with the other three down the
lane,?  Now that’s more my line of work”.
“The person who isn’t strong must be crafty” I replied.  “Áine has a
plan for persuading the CIA to help us, under blackmail if need be,
to rescue her brother and your cousin from the hands of the gardaí”.
“Marcas is arrested?” she asked in disbelief.  “God, that’s the end of
that finecareer.  He always intended becoming an MP one fine day,
and now he’s been arrested”.
“Surely you mean he wanted to be a TD?” I asked.
“No, an MP” she replied.  “Marcas isn’t exactly working hammer
and tongs for a United Ireland, remember”.
“Or Hammer and Sickle” I answered.
“Where are they keeping him?”.
“In Buncrana, as far as I know” I said. “Hang on tight, though.  The
Fat Lady hasn’t sung yet.  You’ll see.  Now, let’s go back to the
others.  I’m sure that Áine will be worried that something has gone
wrong out here, when we’re taking so long to return”.
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When we returned to the other room everyone was sitting quietly,
just as Áine had ordered them to. They were worried that after all
that had happened they might lose whhatever limited hope of
freedom they had if they made any noise and alerted the CIA men
again.
“Is your man in the land of the living yet?’ I said, noding over to the
agent that Áine had knocked out.
“He’s beginning to stir a bit now” she said, relieved. “I thought I
might have hit him too hard”. 
“Sinéad is going to take over guard duty for a while now. Here
Hugh, stand at this door and keep an eye on the lane. If you see any
of them coming out of the house Sinéad knows what to do.”
“I don’t see what has put you on a high horse, boy’ said Áine’s
mother to me. “Who put you in charge to be giving out your orders
there to everybody. We agreed before we left Derry that I was in
charge of this search party.”
“Áine is in charge now ,” I said.
“You lost command when you dumped us at the border” said Áine.
You stole the Pope from us.”

“Stole?” replied Áine’s mother with a splutter. “Stole? What kind of
disrespect is that for your mother?” Hoewever with the house full of
guns and some of them being waved about she soon quietened,
fearing what an argument might trigger off. ‘I’ll explaint what
happened at the border to you later, love. You’ll see then I only had
the family’s best interests at heart.” 
We had stopped listening to her by now, as we had other more
urgent things to do. The house - or the remainder of it - had to be
searched as Áine and I both knew that the other rooms could still
hold danger for us. Sinead told Áine that she didn’t know for certain
how many CIA agents were in the house and that there might be
others, still asleep, that we hadn’t seen yet in one of the rooms at the
back of the house.
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We walked quietly down the hallway. There were four doors, two on
the left, two on the right. Áine stopped outside the first dor on the
left, leaning over to the keyhole and listed carefully for a few
moments. She put her finger to her lips.
“Shssh! There’s somebody in here,sleeping. I can hear snoring.”
“Will we go in and see who it is?”
“We’ll wait. We’ll leave him or her to themselves until we see if
anyone is in the other rooms.”
“There has to be” I whispered. “I saw the Pope in one of these
rooms, listening to Daniel O’Donnell.”
“Well if we can find the music, we can find the Pope.”
“Good thinking 99,” I said, crouching along the keyholes. ‘Here he
is.”
I was outside a door on the right, and could hear the crooning from
inside. We moved on to another door. No sound at all. Behind the
final door, however, there was the sound of muffled voices. At least
two voices.
‘Who do you think its is?” asked Áine.
I peered through the keyhole and jumped back quickly. “It’s him” I
said. “It’s Kennedy, the man who was in the picture in your house!”
“Who is with him?” asked Áine. “Elvis?”
“Another CIA agent, I think. It’s a big guy with a long white
raincoat on, and a fedora hat.”
I bet to the keyhole again.
“What else can you see?” she asked. “Where are they sitting?”
“Kennedy is sitting behind a desk. The CIA man is standing beside
him on his right.”
“Is he carrying?”
“Carrying what?”
“Carrying. You know, like armed. Has he a gun?” Áine was getting
militant Her da would be delighted with her, apples don’t fall far
from trees I thought.
“I can’t see any guns. That CIA man is carrying a case or a
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document folder or something.” I squinted at the keyhole again.
‘Yep, its a document case. It seems to be chained to his wrist.”
“Right. We’ll leave these two for the time being. I want to find out
where Elvis is.”
“It has to have been him snoring in the other room” I said. We
moved back to the first door and listened until we were sure that the
person inside was still fast asleep. I opened the door quietly, the gun
still in my hand and looked in. It was like a small pharmacy. There
were bottles of pills and medicine everywhere, and lying on a bed to
one side, a huge man, snoring contentedly. At the foot of the bed
was a white spangled suit and draped over a large chair was a
sequined white and silver cape. We had seen enough and we
retreated from the room, pulling the door silently behind us.
‘That’s Elvis alright” said Áine. “Now, lets look in that last room
and if there’s no-one else here I think we should put the plan into
action.”
“Right-o” I said. ‘Wait here.”
Her plans were working out okay so far. I eased the final door open
and walked in, not expecting to find anyone. The room was dark
and the curtains pulled and it took a few second for me to see
around the room. I let out a sudden gasp then stifled it. There was a
coffin standing, or leaning to be precise, against the far wall of the
room. Sitting beside it was an old dog. A dead old dog, looking as if
it had been dead for years. I tip-toed over, and looked at the medal
on its collar. Old Tige. Loyal to the end. I stepped back, there was
nothing else in the room.
‘Is there anything there?” asked Áine as I backed out from the room.
“What did you find?”
“Jim Reeves” I answered. “Your mother is too late for this one.”
She looked over my shoulder and saw the coffin. She shivered
sharply, as if someone had walked on her grave, and I closed the
door.
“There’s one good thing about this, anyway, Áine. Your mother
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won’t be able to say again that she hasn’t seen him in his coffin.”
Neither of us was laughing.
We made our way across to the room where we thought the Pope
was and Áine peeked in through the keyhole. She said that it was
definitely the Pope, and that he was alone.
‘Aim that gun away from him whatever you do,” she said. “We
don’t want to kill him before his time.” There was little chance of
that happening. I didn’t even know if the gun I was brandishing was
loaded but I took her advice and kept the gun by my side. As she
opened the door a little the sound of Daniel O’ Donnell’s voice grew
louder. The volume in the room was so loud that the old man didn’t
hear us entering and we were in the middle of the room before the
Pope realised what was happening. We stood listening the Daniel. It
was... it was a surreal audience with the Pope. He was sitting, bare
headed, his shoes off and  his feet resting on a stool. I nudged Áine,
nodding at the bright red socks. “Paisley was right all along” I said,
‘Old Redsocks.”
“God forgive you!” she laughed.
Beside the Pope on a coffee table was a pile of vinyl LPs, and a six
pack of Guinness on the floor.
“Hello, Your Holiness” said Áine.
“Buon giorno,” said he, turing quickly.  “Chi é?”
He was surprised, but I signalled to him not to make a sound, and
whispered to Áine that he probably couldn’t understand us. ‘Will
you get that Italian phrase book from the other room, from Terry?” I
said.
While she was gone I sat on the edge of the bed.
“Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa” I said. “No parlo Italian.”
“Irlande?” he said. “Gaeilge. Tá cúpla focal agam,”  and he had a
smile on his face as wide as the Foyle.  “Dia duit.”
“Tá cúpla focal ag achan duine,” I answered, and sure, everybody
does have a few words of Irish. “Fáilte go Doire or should I say,
Donegal.”
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“Doire?”
“Doire...Colmcille...,” I said, giving Derry its Irish name.
“Colmcille? Colombo? Ho capito.”
“Columbo?” I asked. “You like Columbo?” I whistled a few bars of
This Old Man to please him but his face showed no recognition.
Áine came through the door with the phrase book in her hand and
stretched it to me. We were under pressure now and I knew I had
very little time to be sure that the Pope would fully understand me
but that he would have to leave this room now presto, quieto, until
we were able to reach an agreement with President Kennedy in his
room. I wasn’t worried about Elvis. He was still snoring and
dreaming of scoring in the days when he was King of Rock ‘n Roll.
With the help of the book we managed to direct the Pope out and we
brought him to the room at the front of the house where we left him
with Áine mother and the others. I gave the phrase book back to
Terry and while I was there the CIA man finally woke up afetr his
whack on the head from Áine. He was groaning, but as I said to
Áine, that was a good sign.
“Did anyone come up the lane yet?” I asked Hugh.
“Not a sould,” he answered.
“Well, keep your eyes peeled, Hugh. We’re going back in now for
some talks with the President.”
“Is he here?” squealed Mrs Neeson, almost in ecstasy. ‘Is JFK really
here?”
“Most of him is here,” I answered dryly, “though he doesn’t know
yet that we’re here.”
It wasn’t long, though, until we made our presence felt. Áine
returned stealthily with me to the back corridor of the house and
moved towards the door of the room. This time, Áine opened the
door without warning or so much as a polite knock and I rolled
across the floor coming suddenly to my feet with my gun pointing
in the direction of Kenndy and his CIA bodyguard. I had seen this
move used dozens of time in films in the Palace cinema in Shipquay
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Street and I knew it wouldn’t fail so long as I did it right.
“Don’t even think about it, punk!” I screamed at the raincoat.
“Don’t even think about what?” he answered, his free hand frozen
inches from his pocket.
“Don’t even think about, about anything,” I said. “Like in the
movies, you know?”
“Don’t even think about any smart or stupid moves” said Áine, from
the doorway, rescuing me. “We are armed to the teeth and if you
listen to us you won’t come to any harm.”
The sound of Daniel singing was still coming from the Pope’s room
and was annoying the hell out of me. “Áine,” I called, without
turning round, ‘will you go in and turn off that music , please.”
“Jesus H Christ, don’t do that,” said Kennedy, speaking for the first
time. He spoke slowly. “Don’y turn the music off, that’s all that
keeps the Pope together. He listens to it all the time. It keeps him
happy and let me tell ya when he’s not happy he’s one grumpy guy.”
“Just do it, Áine,” I said. I knew I had to show authority here and
that I was taking orders from no-one, neither President nor CIA.
“Kill the music,” I said, ‘it’s doing my head in.”
“It’s doing my head in too,” said Kennedy, “or what’s left of it. But
better Daniel O’ Donnell’s greatest hits than Elvis’ greatest hits
being sung out of key by the King himself all day long let me tell
you.”
I couldn’t argue with that, but Áine had already gone so we let the
discussion rest. “You!” I called to the CIA man. “Down on the floor
now and stretch your arms out in the shape of a cross, hands away
from your sides.” As he slowly and resentfully did as he was told I
turned to Kenndy. ‘You are definitely JFK?” I said, more in
statement than question.
“I am,” he said. “And who in the name of tarnation are you?”
“No questions,” said Áine as she returned to the doorway. “Please
don’t waste time with questions, Sir, as we are in a real hurry. Our
freedom, aye and your freedom, is in real danger here and we have
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no time to spare. We’re not here to do any harm to you, or to Elvis
or to the Pope but we need to be very clear to you who is in charge
here and what needs to be done.”
I noticed the CIA agent relax very slightly at Áine’s words but he
was still staring at me with a mixture of puzzlement and anger.
“Let your man up off the floor,” said Áine. “There’s no need for us
to be humiliating him so long as he agrees not to attack us or disrupt
us. Do you agree?”
“He won’t attack you,” said Kenedy. “You have my word for it.”
I signalled to the agent to rise from the floor to a chair. I scáined the
room rapidly. A big red telephone sat in the middle of the desk and
beside it a large jar of jelly beans. Reagan must be in touch with
him, I thought. All the red jelly beans had been removed. Behind his
desk there was a photograph of a woman hanging on the wall. I
seemed to recognise this woman, she looked like Áine... then the
penny dropped, it was Jackie, his widow. I looked again at the
picture, something seemed to be missing, as if something had been
cut from the image. A shape. the shape of a man?
“Onassis” said Kennedy, realising what had grabbed my attention. I
cut Aristotle out of the picture when I heard that Kackie married
him.
“You did a good job,” I said. This was trick to remember for the
future if Áine ever dumped me. But she wouldn’t, ever, sure wasn’t
she in love with me and me with her. Which reminded me - “ Do
you think she looks a bit like this girl here?” I said, nodding in
Áine’s direction.
“Jeez, when you mention it” said Kennedy. The agent grunted that
he thought the same too.
“Enough of the nonsense,” said Áine, reddening. “Our lives are all
in danger and youse all here talking rubbish.” 
I apologised to Áine, and turned to the President again. “How many
people know that you’re here in this house?”
“How many people in total?” he said, “or just people in Ireland?”
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“In Ireland.”
“Well, until the early hours of this morning there were eight of us
who knew; myself, the Pope, Elvis and my five Agents. Now it
appears that our secret is out and that’s why we are preparing to
make a strategic withdrawal from this beautiful isle of saints and
scholars and Guinness and shamrocks and fairies and..” 
“Leaving?” I said, interupting him. “When? To where?”
“That’s Classified” growled the CIA man.
“ Affirmative,” said Kennedy. “That’s classified. And in any case I
don’t know. We never know where we’re going until we get there.
Sometimes we’re lucky, sometimes not. Dammit man, we were on
an island once when we almot got nuked by friendly..”
“Thats Classified” came the voice again.
“Oh, pardon me” said Kennedy, sheepishly. “Any way, it will be sad
to leave here, my roots are in this country.”
“Oh God,” said Áine. “This is more urgent than we thought. When
are you planning to leave? she asked the Agent.
“Tonight” replied the CIA man. “Why do you ask?”
“You’re going to have to make another journey before you go
anywhere’” said Áine, “or none of us will be going anywhere for a
very long time”.
I was so busy watching Áine that I forgot about my job guarding the
CIA man and suddenly he sprang at me from the chair, knocking me
to the ground and snatching the gun from my hand all in one swift
unexpected move. Shit.
“ Now,” he said, “let’s see who is charge here and who is under
control. You!” he hissed at me, “stretch you arme out in a cross
shape and le on the floor.” A wave of the gun directed me to where
this was to talke place. “And you, Patty fucking Hearst, get your
back to the wall, and stretch those arms to the sky.”
Patty Hearst? I was lost. “You’re making a big mistake,” I said.
“You don’t know it but we’re the only allies you have here in
Ireland at this particular moment.”
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“Just leave the big thinking to me, boy,” he said confidently. “Now I
think it’s about time we get to see some form of i-dent-if-ic-ation.
Now, you first,” he said, looking at Áine. “What’s your name,
honey?”
I didn’t like his familiarity with Áine, but I was in no position to
argue. He flipped open the briefcase which was still chained to his
arm and revealed a small computer. “Stand by the Hotline, Sir” he
said to Kennedy nodding at the red telephone. “If these are two
Commies you may need to launch some missiles, or to phone
Moscow and find out what these Bolshivicks are up to.”
Kennedy’s face - or what was left of it - was glowing with
excitement. “This reminds me of Cuba,” he said, “only maybe this
time I get to press the button. Yeee-hah!”
Áine gave her name and address to the agent and he punched some
keys on the computer. In a few seconds a green light began flashing
on the screen. Paper began spewing out like ticker-tape from the
side of the device and the CIA man read it aloud to Kennedy.
“This lady and her whole family have been reported as missing from
their home since early this morning. She crossed the border twice
today by automobile in the company of three men. Her brother, her
boyfriend, and a member of a commie group called the Official
IRA.” 
The computer made a sound like a fart and then continued.
“Hold on, Sir. It’s updating. That organisation has changed in recent
years and is now a private club for stalinists with a private army and
a good quality printing machine for forging banknotes. Its now
described as ‘suspicious’.”
“And what about this lady, is she suspicious too?” askedKennedy.
“No siree. Just the organisation.”
“And is she a part of this organisation?”
It was facinating to watch the CIA at work.
“The computer says that it has no other information on file about
this individual, Sir, apart from a file report regarding a family
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member from some years ago..”
Hi report was cut short because at that precise moment Áine’s
mother came bursting into the room and as the CIA man had his
computer balanced on his lap he was unable to draw his gun from
his pocket and in one quick leap I had the situation reversed again as
I grabbed the gun from the table.
“Jesus Christ, don’t shoot the President!” screamed Áine’s mother.
‘Drop your gun, cowboy!” I shouted. “We’ve wasyted enough time
already, now it’s time to listen to us.”
“What the hell are you doing?” screamed Mrs Neeson. “Oh Mr.
President. I am really sorry about this, this idiot of a son-in-law of
mine...”
“Son-in-law?” shouted Áine and I in one voice.
“Who in the name of tarnation are you?” asked Kennedy from
behind the table where he had hidden. “What in God’s name is
going on here?”
“Get up, get up now and I will explain everything” I shouted over
the sound of Áine’s mother rambling on about this generation’s lack
of máiners.
“We need to call in the other guards first” said Áine. “We’ve been
here for at least half an hour and surely they are due a change of
guard by now. It would be better for this man to call them in now
peacefully rather than us ending in a gun battle with them when they
find out we’re in here.”
“Are there more of ye?” asked Kennedy.
“There are eight of us here,” said Áine, “Plus there are two more
under arrest in Buncrana Garda Station and the problem is that they
know you are here at this address.
“How did you know we were at this address?” asked the agent
sharply. “That’s Classified.”
“Ah, it’s a long story’” I said wearily, “but you should listen now to
Áine and call in the other agents. Without their guns. Time is
running out.”
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Kennedy considered this for a few minutes, and then nodded to the
CIA man to do as we were asking.
I moved quickly to the outside toilet, leaving the door open and
waiting with the gun at the ready while the CIA man called the three
others up the lane. When they arrived at the door their boss odered
them to leave their own guns on the doorstep, an order I don’t need
to say that they didn’t appear happy with. “This is from the top,” he
told them. “Lancer has ratified it.” I reckoned that Lancer must have
been JFK’s codename.
As soon as they had vanished into the house I ran from my cover in
the toilet, collected all the guns and hid them outside the house.
There were too many guns and trigger-happy agents inside the
house to be adding more fuel to the fire.
When I returned to the house everyone with the exception of Elvis
was by now gathered in tht efront room. Terry had appointed
himself as translator in chief for the Pope, who by now ws well and
truly baffled as to what was happening. With the help of a few ‘non
capisco’ and ‘repiti’ however he seemed to realise after a while that
the hideaways were in trouble, that they were making a speedy exit
and that we were his liberazione so long as he followed our
instructions.
We explained to the CIA and Kenedy what had happened to Marcas
the Sticky and Eddie, how they had been arrested in posession of the
stolen mail bags and the  letters, and that we were worried that they
might collapse under interrogation and reveal that the Pope, the
president and the King were hiding in this very house. Áine’s
mother let a mournful sigh when she heard her precious son had
been arrested, while her husband on the other hand was a proud as
punch and said ‘Like Father, Like Son’ over and over again, and that
this wasn’t the first time a Neeson had spent time locked up for
justice. We didn’t hide the shameful way that they had thrown Áine
and me from the car, and Sinéad said nothing would surprise her
about her cousin, that there was a ‘bad drop in that side of the
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family’. Áine’s mother tried to shift the blame from her son, saying
he must have been intimidated by Marcas when he threw his own
sister from the car and that while she was disappointed in him she
was sure he was probably on his way back for them when the garda
bastards had arrested them.
“Forgive my language, Your Holiness,” she said as the swear word
escaped from her lips. I’m all agitated here and I would never
normally use such language. You don’t hear confessions by any
chance?” Terry had a hard time translating all of that, particulary
since he was in fits of laughter.
“There’s something about all this I don’t get.” said Kennedy when
we had finished. “If these buddies of your abandoned you, why the
heck are you so keen to rescue them? If I was you I’d be darned
glad to leave them in the hands of the Gardaí or whoever is holding
them. Lily-livered sons of...”
‘We’re rescuing them to save ourselves ,” I said. “If they open their
mouths we will all be locked up.”
“That’s it,” said Áine. “At the minute the charges are that we stole a
car in Derry, that we beat up a postman in Donegal and stole his
letters, never mind possessing guns and what not else. Twenty years
is what that farmer said the post man robbers would be sentence to
and we have no idea what lies in store if we are arrested in the
north. We have no choice except to rescue the two traitors or we will
all be in gaol”
“So what’s the plan? said Kennedy.
“ We are hoping to get the help of your CIA friends here to break
them out of the garda station in Buncrana.” said Áine.
“And what’s in it for us?” asked one of the CIA men.
“Our silence, and to keep out of public attention,” I said.
“Depending on whether those two are freed in time, of course. If we
don’t succeed then the whole world will know that the President, the
Pope and the King are all still alive and you’ll never have another
moment’s peace or quiet.”
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“Isn’t it a pity that Jim Reeves isn’t with ye’s all the same.” said
Mrs Neeson. “Did ye ever run into him when you were on that
island?”
Kennedy gave her a very strange look and was about to say
something when Áine caught his attention and enough eye contact
to warn him off saying anything. The CIA men were mumbling to
each other, weighing the pros and cons of what we were proposing
to them. One of them was dead against giving us any help but to be
fair to him, he was the one Áine had knocked out earlier with the
lump of wood. Áine noticed this and went over to him.
“Listen, Mister,” she said. “There was nothing personal in that clout
I gave you. To tell you the truth it hurt me more than it hurt you.”
“You sound like a schoolteacher Áine,” said her sister Noreen. That
fell clearly isn’t man enough to forgive you so I would just leave it.”
“And do you think we can rescue Eddie without their help?” asked
Áine. “There isn’t a hope of that. It’s mad.”
“It doesn’ sound so mad to me,” said Kennedy. “If you are able to
outwit one of the most crack and elite CIA teams going, who knows
what you can do with a small garda station in Donegal.”
I knew that this was what was rubbing up the CIA, that their pride
had been hurt by a few amateurs such as Áine and me overpowering
them. They would rather beat the retreat out of this place and forget
the whole sorry episode.
“They don’t make the CIA like they used to,” I said, just to add to
their discomfort. If they weren’t going to help us I could see no
reason not to kick them when they were down. “There was a time
round here when the CIA could assassinate a spy in public sight and
no-one standing round any the wiser what was happening. Hi,
would you put any of these five here in the same braket as that spy
your Eddie was talking about last night Mrs Neeson? Can you
imagine any of these five being able to poison a bus driver ina a
way that only the bus driver was going to die, while all around him
everybody else was thinking the poor bastard was dying of a heart
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attack? Ah, like you say Mrs Neeson, the youth of today, they don’t
make them like they used to.”
“Who told you about the Operation Stop The Bus?” said the CIA
man who had been thumped earlier by Áine. He looked alarmed.
“Operation Stop The Bus?”
“Yes, you’ve just mentioned a bus driver being terminated.”
“Mind your own business.” I said.
“Please,” he said. “There’s a reason why I ask. I once knew a man
from this area..”
“My brother Eddie,” said Áine. “That’s where we heard the story,
and now Eddie is locked up in Buncrana garda station.”
“Well dammit and dammit agaain. Shucks, it is one small world. I
know now who you are. You’re the Neesons, Eddie’s family?”
“We are indeed,” said Áine’s father. “Well, most of us are.”
“Do you know our Eddie?” said Mrs Neeson, excitement in her
voice.
‘Oh I knew him well, maybe ten years ago at the time when I was
on a mission in this area, but I haven’t been in touch with him in
years. He used to drink in a bar where I was working undercover.”
“You’re the murderer!” said Mrs Neeson with glee and not a trace of
judgement in her voice. “you’re the spy that poisoned the bus driver
in the Lilac!”
“Easy, Ma’am” he answered. “Loose talk costs lives.” I could see
however that he was basking in all the attention. “You can’t be
making those sorts of allegations.”
“Do you know these people?” asked Kennedy, trying to keep up
with the story.
“Their son and brother game me shelter and support in this area
back in the day,” he said, “back when the Commies were trying to
organise here.”
“Well, if thats the case that puts a whole new per-spec-tive on
thinks.” said Kennedy. ‘Ask not what these country folk can do for
you, ask what you can do for these country folk.”

132



“I couldn’t have said it better.” said Áine’s father.
“These people are our allies now, “ said Mr. President, ‘“and we’re
gonna stand with them in their time of trib-ul-at-ion. We’re gonna
listen up now to what these fine folks have to say and we’ll see what
we can do to assist them before we make our departure from this
lovely land. One good turn deserves another”
“Quid pro quo,” said the Pope, wisely, as Terry scoured the
dictionary of musical terms trying to translate the words of wisdom.
“If this guy wasn’t able to keep schtum about his piece of work with
yoiu, “ said the CIA boss to theEddie’s friend, “how do we know he
hasn’r blown the whistle on us already in Buncrana? Why are we
putting our escape mission, Operation I’moffski, in danger?”
“You’re right,” said another of the agents. “And maybe we
shouldn’t be engaging in military operations and breaking the law in
Ireland at all. Isn’t it a neutral country?”
“The security of the President is the only law guiding us now.” said
the CIA boss. “We’ve broken Irish neutrality so often already that
one more break isn’t going to do any more harm.”
The discussion on neutrality ended there but the first CIA declared
that he ‘believed in the affirmative’ thar neither Eddie nor ‘the
commie’ had broken yet, because otherwise there would be a posse
of cops and journalists outside the door by now, and a pilgrimage of
the faithful looking to see the Pope, Elvis and JFK. That convinced
their boss. “We gotta sit-u-at-ion here folks, we got a mission on our
hands so lets get to it.”
‘Right,” said Kennedy, drifting back into command. ‘Where exactly
did you say your brother and the commie are being detained?”
“Commie?” said one of the CIA men, who clearly hadn’t been
listening. “We’re breaking a goddam commie out of prison?”
“It’s a long story,” said Áine. “You’ll understand it better as we
move along.” 
“So you have a plan?” asked the CIA boss again. “Shoot.”
“Please don’t say shoot.” said Kennedy, plaintively.
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“Sorry, Chief. I mean, continue.”
And at that she began explaining the plan we had developed an hour
earlier that morning before coming into the house and ‘capturing’ all
the occupants.
We spent the next fifteen or twenty minutes going through the plan
with them, describing as best we could Buncrana and its Garda
Station, guessing how many garda would be there. It was mostly
guesswork, but the CIA man clicking buttons on his computer
seemed happy with what we were saying. There were two separate
things to do as far as we could see, fistly to liberate Eddie and
Marcus and then to steal back the stolen car from whereever its was
being held by the gardaí. Áine’s fingerprints and my fingerprints -
besides the Expert’s and Marcus prints - were all over that car and
we didn’t want to leave any evidence in the hands of the gardaí.
“Okay,” said the CIA chief, “these ops are going to need names.
Phase One is gonna be known as Operation Blue Flew and Phase
Two is gonna be Operation Parking Ticket.”
Mrs Neeson muttered that it wasn’t fair that the CIA got to name all
the operations. “We should have a say in this as well,” she said.
“You got any better ideas, Ma’am?” JFK asked.
According to the plan we would capture the garda station, free the
two prisoners and find out from the gardaí where they had stored the
stolen car. One of the CIA men said that he had training in
interrogation. “I could make a stone speak,” he said, and I could
imagine it. “Voluntary or involuntary I can squeeze the detail  you
need from them, then we can neutralise the witnesses.” Neutralise. I
could imagine what that meant.
“I think we only need the car back,” I said, trying to keep the level
of violence under control. Meanwhile the CIA man with the
computer was reading the lastest printout. “Sixy Forty,” he declared.
“The computer is giving the mission a Sixty Fort chance, but it is a
fluid situation.”
Fluid? Even I knew that.
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“Right” said Áine’s mother when all had been agreed. “Now who
would like a quick cup of tae?”
“Do we have time?” asked Kennedy. “It’s damn hard to get a cup of
coffee round these parts but I wouldn’t say no to a cup of tea. I
suffer from these headaches, you know.”
“Theres just about adequate time, Sir” said the computer guy.
“According to the computer our window of opportunity opens at
two o’clock, that leaves us an hour and a half.”
“You’re going native, agent,” hsi boss replied. “Let’s keep to
military time. Fourteen hundred hours it is.”
“Fourteen hundred hours?” said Terry. “Jesus that’s a long time.”
“It’s the twenty four hour clock,” began one of the agents but when
he looked at Terry’s blank expression he shrugged his shoulders and
gave up.
“It’s ok, Terry,” said Áine. “We will be going after a cup of tea.
Now, would you like a hand, mammy,” and off the two of them
went searching for the kitchen at the back of the house.
“ Hey, you,” said one of the CIA men. “Let’s go wake Elvis up. We
need to explain the situation to him and we need to dress him as
well.”
I didn’t really understand what the agent meant by ‘dressing’ Elvis
until we were in the room and had woken the King from his
slumber. The agent pulled back the covers and there lay Elvis like a
beached whale, waiting to be tended to. He was huge, twenty stone
weight and barely able to rise from the bed. He lay there, half
asleep, half awake.
“Good morning, Elvis,” said the CIA man, “did you sleep well?”
“Mercy,” said the King.
“And how do you feel today?”
“Man, make the world go away, get it offa my shoulder.”
All the while he was talking the CIA man was moving about the
room, tidying and searching for something. The room had thewhite
suit and cloak I had seen earlier but here were also high cowboy
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boots, and shoes by the bed.
‘Hey man,” said Elvis. “Don’t you step on my blue suede shoes.”
By now the agent had found what he was looking for and beckoned
me over to assist him in tightening a huge corset round the King.
“Look away, look away, look away Dixieland” he muttered when he
noticed me in the room but I could see that he was still half asleep.
The agent whispered to me that he wouldn’t be fully awake until he
had his morning pills, pills which counteracted the evening pills he
had to take before going asleep. The sweat was lashing out of me
trying to tighten the corset but when that job was complete the CIA
man popped a couple of pills into the king’s mouth and a few sips of
water later he was wide awake.
“Who is this?” he asked nervously. “Who let you into my room?”
The CIA man assured him that I was a friend and wouldn’t reveal a
word of what I had seen. “And you better not,” he said turning to
me. “This is not just Elvis Presley, this is Special Agent Elvis
Presley.”
“Lordy” said Elvis.
“Really?” I asked. “I didn’t know.”
“It’s true,” he said. “I was appointed by the President himself,
Richard Nixon, so I could hunt out hippies, commies and The
Beatles.”
“The wonder of you,” said the agent, pulling Elvis’s cummerbung in
the final few notches.
The King groaned. “Don’t be cruel.” he said.
“Do you feel any better this morning? I think you may have got a
chill last night, wandering round in that while suit.”
“I feel my temperature rising,” he said. “I’m all shook up.”
“Well, we will have to deal with that later said the CIA man, briskly.
“Now, however, we need to hurry. Pack your things, we are on the
move again. There’s a real and present danger that some subversives
have discovered our location and that if we don’t move soon ther
will be crowds gathering looking for us. We have a few things to
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tidy up but we intend to be out of Ireland by nightfall this evening.” 
“My fans can’t see me like this,” cried Elvis. “I’m the size of a
house. You promised me that JFK would find me a place in a health
farm and instead look at me now, heavier than ever.”
“You were warned not to be eating all that fried soda bread,” said
the agent, “But you wouldn’t listen to us.”
‘You’ll be grand,” I said to encourage him. “When you’re wearing
that big corset nobody can see your belly.”
It was the wrong thing to say and the big lad burst into tears. The
CIA man gave me a look that would have stabbed a wooden heart
and told me to ‘shuddit’.
“Don’t be crying, Elvis, sir. Listen, there are more people outside in
the front room waiting to greet you.”
“More people? Lord Almighty, who are these people? I hope it’s not
more of those loopers who visit my grave in Gracelands.”
“No,” I said. “These are fans of yours from Derry. Some of the
people who gave you a lift last night from the border, do you
remember? After you were arrested by the British Army, yes?”
“Did that really happen?” he asked. Lordy, I thojught that was a
nightmare, with that crazy coyote woman with her non-stop talking
and complaining.”
“ It happened, alright, and they’re out there now waiting to see you.
It’s my girlfriend’s family. Her mother is a big, big fan of yours. She
has all your LPs in the house.”
“I hope they don’t want autographs. I have a shake in my hand in
the mornings.”
The CIA man left the room, telling me to help the King with
packing his things into a couple of large suitcases we took from a
press in the room. When I saw how little actual possessions he had I
felt sort of sorry for him. What sort of life did he have anyway
living his life from place to place, down at the bottom of lonely
street, his possessions in two suitcases and the only choice of
clothes between a white cape or a silver cape and getting heavier by
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the year.
“Would you like one of those cloaks for a present?” he asked. “I’m
fed up looking at them to tell you the truth. I’m thinking of getting a
few new ones made, maybe in yellow and gold.”
The Pope was clearly having an influence on the King’s taste in
fashion. I thanked him and took the cloak. 
“Tell me, Elvis,” I said while we were packing. “If this life you’re
all living is so secretive and you don’t want to be recognised, what
were ye thinking of last night going to the Everglades Hotel to a
fancy dress competition. Was that not going to blow your cover?”
“It’s that dam Pope,” said Elvis, ‘We can’t keep him in at night. As
soon as he hears there’s a golden oldies night or a fancy dress nihght
he gets the itch to go out and whines until one of us agrees to go
with him. Then when he is at the event he pretends that he isn’t
taking part until they coax him, and he wins the sympathy vote. He
has a room full of cups and trophies, it will take a lorry to empty his
possessions. Kennedy had them all put in storage the last time we
moved.”
“Is that not cheating?”
“I dunno, man. He’s the Good Lord’s man omn earth so I suppose
he can decide what’s right and what’s wrong.”
“It’s a funny old world.” I said.Just at that the CIA man returned to
hurry us along and to say that everybody was waiting for us in the
sitting room. “You have tem minutes, that’s one zero minutes, to
drink a cup of tea and then we’re moving out.” 
“Where are we going?” asked Elvis.
“We’re going to a small town called Buncrana,” I said. “We’re on
our way to break a couple of our friends out from the local slammer
before they crack under pressure and reveal where you and these
other dearly departed are living in Donegal.”
“Mercy,” he almost sang. “Jailhouse Rock!”
“That’s a great name for the Operation,” said the CIA man, stealing
Elvis’ idea. “Operation Jailhouse Rock.”
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Typical CIA, I thought to myself. Everything has to have a code
name. 
I walked into the sitting room and looked around all those gathered
there. Áine handed me a cup of tea and I was standing sipping it
when a thought struck me that there was something out of place.
Uniforms. We needed a uniform. There were all sorts of different
clothes in the room, CIA men in long white raincoats and fedora
hats, the Pope in his gear, Elvis in a shiny suit and cape, JFK in
Hawaii shorts and shirt as if he was on holiday while we locals were
dressed in, well, local clothes. “If we land on the main street in
Buncrana yous will all stick out like a sore thumb,” I said to the CIA
boss. “We need you to dress differently.”
“What have you in mind?” asked Kennedy. “Do you want us in
uniform?”
“That won’t be easy to manage,” I said. “Maybe if you were all
wearing clothes like people locally wear it would be better.”
“Uniforms are good,” said Kennedy. “Under the Geneva
Convention anyone captured in uniform during a war gets special
treatment.”
“This isn’t a war,” said Sinéad, “Let us keep that in mind.”
“I have the solution!” said Terry, proudly. “Wait until you see this!”
and at that he flipped open the lid of the case he had been guardinhg
since we left Derry and out spilled a pile of Bay City Roller clothes.
There was a huge mishmash of jumpers with stripes on the sleeves,
and half mast trousers in red and green and yellow tartan. There was
at least one for everybody in the audience.
“You’re a genius, son,” said his mother, proudly. “Who would have
thought of it!”
Who indeed. I was about to reject the whole idea when Kennedy cut
in to say the plan was ‘shaping up nicely’ now that everybody was
in the same uniform. I said nothing. I didn’t want to have a split
from Kenedy and the CIA at this point and if they were daft enough
to think that Bay City Roller jumpers were a uniform who was I to
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contradict them.
“When this is over I’ll have to be paid for these uniforms,” said
Terry. “It costs money to equip a small army , you know.”
“What sort of fee did you have in mind?” asked the CIA man.
“I was thinking, ah, mmm, maybe £200 a set.” said Terry letting the
figure float in the air. “There are sixteen of us. Say, maybe, three
grand all in?”
Kennedy leaned across and in a stage whisper said the Terry “It’s
coming off a broad back, son. This guy is on 10% finder’s fees for
all our acq-uis-it-ions. Make it 5K and he’ll be much, much
happier.”
“Done deal” said Terry, performing what was, unknown to him,
possibly the first ever transaction on Donedeal.
“When will I get the money?” he asked.
“Don’t worry,” said the agent. “We’ll pay, pal.”
They really were trendsetters.
I looked at the BCR clothes, and at Áine, remembering her promise
to dump me if she ever saw me wearing Bay City Roller clothes.
She was avoiding my eyes, as she fumbled through the pile of
jumpers. I swallowed and dived in searching for a medium to large,
brushing her hand but getting no response.
The men of us all ambled off to the room at the back of the house to
change while the women remained in the front room. I had to help
Elvis minder to tighten the corset again after finding him the biggest
jumper to wear. I’d never known there were Bay City Roller fans
who were so overweight, I suppose it tool all kinds. When we were
all dressed we marched back in to the other room, in a surreal
gathering of people who were too embarrassed ath their own clothes
to laugh at the state of anyone else.
The CIA boss had produced a large map and it was spread out in
front of us on the floor. I recognised the Inisowen peninsula.
Kennedy and the CIA man were tracing their forefinders along
small roads between Muff and Buncrana. 
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“A pincer movement,” said Kennedy at last. “I reckon we should
make a pincer movement and capture the whole town of Buncrana.
We can reach the town from two sides, and when we arrive we can
follow the plan you and Áine have laid down. I ain’t comfortable
with all our troops travelling in one convoy. As I see it we will have
two details, one going this route and the other on this route.” he
announced, stabbing his finger into the map. “This is the green
channel, and this other is the blue channel. I am gonna take
command of the green channel... who is in control of the blue
channel?”
‘Sinéad’” I said flatly. “It has to be Sinéad.. if that okay with you,
Sinéad?”
“Me?” she asked. “Why me?”
“You’re the one with the military experience,” I said. “It has to be
you.”
“Be that as it may,” she protested, ‘But this is a homer.. this has
nothing to do with politics. There’s no ‘just cause ‘ or rights at stake
here. Jesus, it’s bordering on, on, criminal!”
“Ah, you and your politics and principals,” shouted Mrs Neeson,
abruptly. “It’s easy to sleep on another man’s wound. Your own
bloody cousin and my poor son are incarcerated as we speak in
Buncrana and all you can talk about is just causes and rights.”
“I’m not saying I’m not going to help you,” said Sinéad, “but this is
against my better judgement. All I’m asking is why your man here
thinks I should be in charge of one of the two squads.”
“As I said already, Sinéad, you have experience,” I said. “And in
any case, you have more balls than any of us, you’re not likely to do
a runner when things get tough.”
“Are you insinuating that the Nesson family are going to do a
runner?” said Áine’s father, sharply. “Apologise!”
“He’s not saying that, Daddy,” said Áine. “We decided at the
beginning of this plan and even before we rescued yous that Sinéad
would be the best person to lead the group going into the garda
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station. That’s our veiw and that’s our decision.”
“Any other business?” said Kennedy when it was clear that
everyone was in agreement over Sinéad’s role and that she nodded
her agreement to do what we suggested. “If there’s nothing else, I
suggest that we should be moving out or all of us will be in danger.”
“I hope we don’t fail.” said Noreen, who really had very little to say
and none of that little, positive.
“Tiocfaidh ár lá.” said Sinéad.
“Check that name out,” whispered Kennedy to the CIA man. “She
just mentioned some broad called Chalky Orla.”
I had by now given up trying to understand Kennedy and shrugged.
It was time to saddle up and move on out. When we gathered in the
yard outside the house I counted everyone and counted them again.
Someone was missing. There were only fifteen of us. Finally at the
door of the house I saw some movement and Elvis emerged, pulling
the door behind him. A voice from somewhere called out ‘Elvis has
lefr the building’ and the King raised one hand in acknowledgment. 
At that the Pope raised his hand and said something the Terry. Terry
searched frantically through his phrase book and announced that the
Pope would like to bless the troops before the battle began. I
thought this a bit odd, considering the endless condemnations of
violence from the local Bishop but Elvis whispered in my ear to pay
no heed, that it was all part of the same general melarkey like the
taking part in fancy dress under false pretences. I wasn’t convinced.
We all stood, head bowed, while the Pope prayed heavenly blessings
on out coming battle, but when I looked up I couldn’t help laughing
when I looked at him, dressed in BCR clothes, and a small white hat
perched on the top of his head.
With ethe prayers complete we moved to the cars arked at the rear
of the house. I knew that Hugh’s car was there, since Áine and I had
seen it earlier but until now I hadn’t seen any other cars. The agents
began moving some bushes back and revealed two stretch limos,
open topped, with space for at leat ten or twelve people in each. I
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could see the jealousy in Hugh’s eyes. Here he was thinking he had
the biggest car in Derry and all the while these CIA limos were
sitting parked, like small buses waiting for a call to action.
“That’s a couple of fine cars’” said Hugh to the CIA leader.
“That’s true,” he answered. “It’s a pity that we may have to leave
them behind.”
“You’re leaving these cars beghin?” asked Hugh
“Affirmative.” said the CIA man. “It’s just as it happened in Nam...
anything we can’t carry, we destroy. Would you be interested in one
of them?”
“Very, much dependent on the price,” said Hugh.
“Gratis” said the CIA man. “For freee. However, these machines use
a lot of gas. You one of these green warriors?”.
“Nope.”
“Then it’s yours... after we get our asses out of here. It has one
feature you might need... it’s bullet proofed.”
Lovely, I thought, glancing over at JFK and thinking of his most
famous car journey in a CIA car. I reckoned I’d be as well on a
bicycle but if thats what tickled Hugh’s fancy, away with him.
“Bring out the box.” said the CIA boss to the other CIA agents and
off they wen’t into the house again. “Elvis, would you mind opening
the trunk of the auto?” he asked, “and take out the blue bag.”
Elvis did as he was bid, and began distributing pairs of sunglasses to
us all ‘for disguise’ he said. Áine was delighted to be handed a new
pair and we were all standing around posing when the four CIA men
returned, carrying ‘the box’ shoulder high. 
Mrs Neeson blessed herself, “Jesus save us, what’s in that?” she
asked, shocked, to Kennedy.
“Jim Reeves” he answered. “Poor old Jim passed away a few years
back.”
“I don’t believe it,” she whispered, griefstricken.
“You don’t believe it? said Kennedy. “Would you like us to open
it?”
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“Jesus Christ!” she shouted. “No!, no! I believe you!”
Progress, I thought to myself. There was no time to spare now to
mourn the dead. Mrs Neeson was sobbing quietly while Wille was
comforting her but we needed to hit the road for Buncrana. Áine’s
mother asked could she travel in the car with poor Jim as a mark of
respect. Willie went with her and in the same car there was JFK,
Terry, Noreen and two CIA agents. The CIA boss and two agents
travelled Hugh’s car with Hugh, Áine, Sinéad and myself. Elvis and
the Pope stood trying to decide which car to go in, but since Terry
was now his official interpreter the Pope went with them and Elvis
came with us, eight to a car.
“Let’s haul ass,” said the CIA boss.
“Rendezvous in Buncrana at fourteen thirty, that’s two thirty in the
PM local time.” said Kennedy. “We’re gonna go via Carndonagh.”
“That’s miles out of the way.” I said.
“I want to see the Lilac Ballroom,” said Kennedy. “America’s
sphere of influence, y’know. We’ll adjust our timing and travel at an
appropriate speed.”
“Tempo comodo,” said Terry to the Pope.
“You’ll need to drive twice as fast as us,” said Hugh.
“Doppio movimento,” said Terry.
“And we’ll meet up at the bridge in Buncrana,” I said.
“Sul ponticello,” said Terry. By now he was using the glossary of
musical terms at the back of the phrase book.
“Grazie.” said the Pope.
We were finally on the road and because the journey for us was a
shorter one we were able to drive at a leisurely pace to avoid
attracting any unwanted interest. Elvis and the CIA leader were
chatting most of the time, mainly about Vegas and the Mafia but the
other two were silent as the grave, eyes constantly on the alert, until
at least we reached Fahan when they started discussing what were
the best surfing beached, California or Hawaii. Apart from that they
took no part in the conversations we were having but I knew they
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were listening to every word we said especially when we were
talking about the layout of Buncrana with their boss.
“So let me get this clear,” said CIA man. “This town of Buncrana
consists of two types of industy and two types of people?”
“Generally speaking,” I agreed.
“You’re saying the place is more or less one giant Fruit of the Loom
factory surrounded by casinos?”
“Well, maybe not casinos... one armed bandits and slot machines...”
I said.
“So anyone who hasn’t a job in Fruit of the Loom has no money for
the slot machines,  is that what you’re saying?” he asked.
“More or less, yes.”
“And two types of people also. Those who work for Fruit of the
Loom and -”
“Derry wans, on the run from the Brits,” I said. 
“Jeez,” he said. “Sounds like everybody here is here against their
will.”
We arrived in the town at the planned time and I knew Hugh was
pleased at the word of praise from the CIA boss. We parked near the
bridge. Elvis said at the talk of one armed bandits was making him
homesick for Vegas and he wanted to go up and get a feel for the
place. Like a big child he huffed when Sinéad told him he was
going nowhere.
At two o’clock we watched a long convoy of cars arriving into the
town on the same route we had travelled earlier. It was the Taskies,
the Garda Task Force. There was no sign of the two prisoners, but
my heart skipped a beat when I saw the highjacked car in the middle
of the convoy being driven by a garda.
I clambered out of the car, gave Áine a quick kiss and said I would
be back when I had news of where they were putting the ‘evidence’
of the stolen car. Sinéad warned me not to be seen, and to be back
asap.
I ran down the street and into the town itself. On the main street sat
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the courthouse with a gateway in from the front of the building. The
string of cars stopped for a few moments at the gate and the n the
garda drove the car in while a few more people followed him. The
gate slammed closed and I cursed silently that the car was now
trapped in a yard instead of parked on the mainstreet where an
escape with it would have been mush easier. ‘Ah well’ I thought, ‘it
isn’t all bad. At least I know where it is for later.’
I returned to the bridge, taking note of the time on a shop outside a
jewellers on the main street. Just coming up to twenty past two. I
looked in the window, a fine display of engagement rings in the
window. All this danger made me think maybe it was time to pop
the question to Áine. Maybe I’d do that if we’re all still alive this
time tomorrow, she might be on for it after us being through the Gap
of Danger together. Mind you I might aske her and her mother
might answer for her, the Neesons were like that. And so I thought
these thoughts as I walked along, happy in my imaginings until I
reached the bridge and then the bottom fell out of things again.
Across on the other side the Taskies had set up a check-point. The
checkpoint wasn’t there when I had crossed the bridge the first time,
and so I waited around to see if they would go before I crossed over.
I could see Hugh’s car at a distance, no-one was outside it and I
hoped they could see thecheck-point and have the sense to wait in
the car until it finished and moved on.
Suddenly, at exactly twenty five past two a large black limo came
accellerating in the direction of the checkpoint and screamed to a
suudden halt as an Uzi waving garda in plain clothes flagged it
down.
I watched, frozen like a rabbit in headlights. I’ve never seen a rabbit
in the headlights, I’ve seen a few of them squished on the roadside,
so I take it that it’s true. I was frozen. I could hear the garda asking
the driver to step out of the car and open the boot. I looked in horror
as the CIA driver got out, opened the boot and the garda leapt
backwards and pointed his gun at the driver.
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Suddenly it was all action as a red-alert swung into motion. The car
was surrounded and guns were pointing in all directions at the
occupants as the rest of the Taskies rushed over to assist their
colleague. Theye were agitated.
“What’s that? asked the garda, pointing his gun in the direction of
the coffin.
“It’s a casket.” said the CIA man. I couldn’t hear the rest of the
conversation but it was clear that the garda wasn’t happy with the
answers.
The driver was ordered back into the car and in an instant the
Taskies had blocked the car in front and back. Slowly then the
procession moved off, with the trapped car in the middle of it, into
the town and, I was certain, the garda station. The Pope and JFK
were captured, as, I thought more of an afterthought, were the
Neesons and the CIA men. And the late, great Jim Reeves. 
I was about to walk across the bridge when I remembered the BCR
clothes I was wearing, the same clothes as the newly captured
Buncrana Eight. I slid deeper into the doorway where I was
standing. We would have to find a change of clothing before we
could walk on these streets, every garda in the town would be on the
alert for Bay City Roller look-alikes. As soon as the gardaí had
driven away I ran across to the other car to organise an emergency
meeting. The plan was collapsing before it could even begin.
“FUBAR!” shouted the CIA boss. “It’s FUBAR. “
Himself and Kennedy were fuming, talking about strategic
withdrawals, and limited nuclear strikes. Áine and Sinéad
intervening to say there’d be no nuclear strikes on Irish soil as long
as they were around to stop it. Sinéad told the CIA man that she’d
‘nut’ him as quick as she’d look at him if that’s what they wanted.
“And you, too,” she said looking at Kennedy, “you’ll get one in the
head too if theres any more talk of nuking Ireland.” Kennedy, to be
fair, didn’t look worried. Been there, done that, I suppose.
“Did you see what has happened?” I asked them when I has my seat
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back in the car. “Jim Reeves’ coffin is captured. The gardaí have
him and I’m certain that the rest of them are being interrogated as
we speak to find out who they are, and who is in the coffin. We are
bollixed!”
“ I offered a solution already,” said Kennedy, ‘But your friends have
turned it down.”
“I’m warning you,” said Sinéad. “One more time and you’ll regret
it.”
She was getting angry, I could see that and I could understand it.
She was here against her better judgement and maybe she was
regretting her decision to help us, even if her cousin was locked up.
“You’re the OC Sinéad,” I said. “What do you think we should do?”
She pondered it over for a few minutes and then said, ‘This battle
isn’t lost yet. We, or rather your man here (nodding to the CIA man)
will have to play his joker. He will have to play the CIA card and
demand loyalty to the US of A from some US citizens.”
“You’ve ;ost me there, Sinéasd,” I said. “What exactly do you
mean?”
“I am thinking of all the US companies in this town,” she said.
“Everybody knows that US companies abroad all owe allegience to
UNcle Sam first and foremost.”
“Really”
“Yes, no matter where they are. America’s Number One and don’t
you forget it.”
“That’s rubbish,” said the CIA man.
“Tell that to the people of Chile,” said Sinéad. “Wasn’t it the United
Fruit Company that led the revolt agains President Allende?”
“That was different,” said the CIA man. “That was a revolt against
Communism.” He didn’t sound so sure though.
“What do you have in mind, Sinéad?” I asked.
“Fruit of the Loom,” said Sinéad. “Thats a US company. If this man
here phones them up and arranges to visit them, and asks them what
they can do to assist us to free the President. I reckon there has to be
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a clause of some sort saying they need to protect US interests if they
ever get the call.”
“That’s rubbish,” said the CIA man. “BS my friend.”
“Do we have any choice?” I asked. “It has to be worth a try.”
“Let’s go then,” he said, and it was clear he was unhappy. The CIA
don’t like Joe Public knowing how their system works.
We reached the main gates of the factory and three of us were
allowed in to speak with the manager afetr he told securtiy men at
the gates that UNcle Sam had asked him to call and say hello. The
American accents probably left them thinking that we were a
delegation from their head office.
The CIA man and the manager had a discussion as Sinéad and  I
watched through a small window. The CIA man flashed some sort
of ID card which left the manager more nervous thatn convinced
and they soon had the works contract spread out on the table in front
of them, examining it in detail with the help of a magnifying glass.
The CIA man soon discovered some article or other in the contract
which left the manager shaken and ashen faced. He nodded his head
in reply to some questions that the CIA man was asking. At that we
were beckoned in to the office and the four of us sat round a table.
“Now, Sinéad,” said the CIA man. “This patriotic gentleman has just
agreed that it is his duty to help UNcle Sam in whatever way he can.
Do you think there’s anything he can do in the present
circumstances to advance the American Dream?”
Sinéad was silent her nine to four face hidden behind one of the
finest frowns I ever seen. This was really annoying the shit out of
her, I could see that. She wanted to help her cousin, she wanted to
help the Neesons with whom she had just spent a bizarre twleve
hours but clearly getting roped into some sort of conspiracy with the
CIA was stretching her will.
“None of us are comfortable with this, Sinéad,” I said. 
‘Ah, come one,” she said, sweeping her arm back in the direction of
Wille and Terry and Mrs Neeson and the others. “Some people here
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look fairly relaxed about it all if you ask me. I need time to think.
This isn’t easy.”
“Think-time is at a premium,” said the CIA man. “We gotta do
something or something’s gonna be done on us.”
To be honest I wasn’t suffereing from the same pains of national
identity and patriotism as Sinéad. My prints were all over that car
which at that moment was sitting in the back yard of the local
courthouse waiting for some forensic dusting guy in a disposable
white suit arriving to identify me. And there was the matter of
another eight prisoners to add to the previous twoi all of whom
could land me, and the rest of us, in deep shit by naming us as their
accomplices. I only had one principle left: freedom for the Buncrana
Ten.
“Listen,” I said. “I might have a way into the barracks. Onvce we
get in there, we can get out again with the prisoners, we can bring
them out, hiding in full sight.”
‘How do you mean ‘a way in’? asked Sinéad.
“We walk straight in the front door, “ I said, i”in such a way that
they won’t be expecting to see us until we are actually there, in the
station.”
“Go ahead,” she said. “Explain this to me.”
“Ok, firstly we need to get out of these ridiculous Bay City Roller
clothes,” I said, to the sould of a few muttering words of support
from the CIA agents. “These clothes are like a red light on our
heads.” I turned to the manager. “Now Mister Manager. We need
eight sets of jogging pants and tee-shirts with the Fruit of the Loom
logo very visible on them. Can you do that?”
There was a look of visible relief on his face as he shuffled off,
thinking that he was getting of fairly lightly. While he was out of the
office I explained the rest of my plan to the other two and Sinéad
added some advice on parts of it. By the time he returned with the
FOTL clothing we were ready to begin. Sinéad stretched the office
phone across to him.
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“Now,” she said. “You are going to call the garda station and asked
to speak to the sergeant on duty.” 
Twenty minutes later Hugh was on the main street behind the wheel
of a large van, with the logo FOTL emblazoned in large letters on its
sides. He drove right up and parked at the gates of the garda station
where we all climed out. We opened the back doors and carried out
some large cartons. Sinéad led the way into the station, followed by
the CIA man while the rest of brought up the rear. We walked right
into the reception.
The sergeant was waiting on us there, a broad smile on his face
while behind him stood all the assembled members of the task-force
and various other gardaí from the station. The six of us carrying the
boxes placed them on the floor and began backing off, non-
chalently, to different parts of the room, one to thewindow, one to
the doors, one by the boxes and so on. The sargeant began his
speech, coughing nervously at first.
“Ladies and gentlemen, humghhg, humghhg’” he bagan, “it really is
an honour to us gardaí here gathered today to be so honoured that
Fruit of the Loom are so honoured, so honoured, ah. Yes, honoured
(by now he was searching his notes on the back of an unused
bicycle summons) that we captured this very day the robbers of the
postman in Muff that you are now going to present us all, gardaí and
task-force members, with a Fruit of the Loom tee-shirt each.
Everyone involved in the operation is here, except one garda, who is
as we speak, guarding the prisoners in their cells. But, “ he said,
looking round the room at the other gardaí, “but first we have a
surprise for YOU!” He almost shouted the final word and I swear to
God my heart stopped and missed two beats. ‘We’re rumbled’ I
thought. The feckers know who we are.
He was still talking. I let out a long slow breath. “this very day, here
in the heart of Buncrana,” he was saying, “We have captured eight
more of the gang, possibly transporting a body to be buried, and the
remains of an animal, suspected to be of the canine species.” Why
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do the gardaí never use a simple word when a formal word will do.
“We now have ten of them not including the one in the coffin in
custody, and we believe there is a direct link between these latest
arrests and the arrests in Muff earlier today. At this stage none of the
suspects have admitted to anything but when you ladies and
gentlemen have finished your little presentation these chaps here
behind me  (he indicated the Taskies) will be rolling up their sleeves
and getting down to work. We expect confessions by tea-time.” The
Tasklies gave a few muttered sounds of approval. I could feel their
enthusiasm.
‘Well thanks you for the kind words, Sergeant,” said Sinéad in the
fakest American accent I ever heard. “I am sure as a hootenanny
hoots that this day is gonna go down as one of the most historic
days in the history of the gardaí in Buncrana and of Fruit of the
Loom.”
“And without further adieu,” said the CIA chief, “let’s make this
presentation. There’s one for everybody in the station... are you
ready?”
That final question was directed as us, circling the room, rather than
at the eager garda audience. I steadied myself for action and nodded
my head.
“Good,” he said, “Here you are then!” and at that there was a
scramble to pull guns out of hiding in the boxes of FOTL tee-shirts
on the floor and as the guns were produced the startled gardaí and
Taskies were ordered to ‘reach for the skies’ and that no one would
come to any harm. They wisely did as we commanded and we
began tying their wrists behind their backs.
‘Just one question,” ased the Sergeant. “Does this mean we’re not
getting the tee-shirts?”
Honest to God.
In five minutes almost all of the barracks was under our control, all
was going according to the latest plan. Only one area was still under
their control, the cell block, guarded by a single garda who was

152



unaware of the chaos that was after sweeping the main part of the
station, captured by the comrades of the very prisoners he was
guarding. We would now need to move carefully incase he locked
us out of the cell block, something we had no plan to deal with.
I was worried that Mrs Neeson might blurt out one of our names
when we entered the cell block. At this stage I was certain we could
get away from here without doing any harm to any of the gardaí, but
at the same time I didn’t want them having any clue as to who I
was. I discussed this with Sinéad.
“We’ll break into two groups now,” she said. “Remember that
Hugh’s car is still in the yard of the court.”
“Do you think I’d forget that?” I asked, sarcastically.
“Whatever,” she answered, curtly. “I’ll take Áine and these two CIA
men with me to the court, and your squad, their boss, Elvis and
Hugh can take the cells. The CIA man and Elvis can can go into the
cells first.”
“I’m going with you,” said Hugh to Sinéad.
“Right, so,” she answered without pausing. “One CIA man in each
squad then. And here, you three, listen to me now.” she said to the
CIA agents. “No shooting. No gunplay. You get that? Fingers off the
triggers.”
“Your show,” said the CIA boss.
“What’s the plan for the courthouse, Sinéad?” I asked. “How are
you going to get the two cars away?”
“The two cars? Do we need the limo?
“Destroy the limo,” said the CIA man. “We intend to incinerate it
before we leave in any case. There’ll be no forensics left if it’s
burned. It’s far too much trouble trying to steal both of them.”
“ah the beautiful limo,” said Hugh, sadly. “Can you not find some
other way rather than burning the car?”
“Goddam, it’s only an auto at the end of the day,” said the CIA man.
“You can drive the other one away when we get back to the house.
Now I think of it, that’s a better machine. It only has 41,000 miles

153



on the clock, power steering...” and away they went discussing the
advantages and disadvantages of different cars.
I looked across at Áine. She was looking scared for the first time
since this had all started, as she knew it was coming to its final
conclusion. I walked over to her and took her hand. “Are you ok,
love?”
“Look after yourself, “ she said, ‘Give them hell.”  And she walked
out of the room after the others. Sinéad stood on for a few moments,
thinking to herself. 
“Call them back!” she shouted suddendly. “Call; them back. I have a
better idea.”
I ran down the hall and waved to the others to come back in, and
when I returned to the room I was shocked to see all the gardaí
undressed and standing in their Fruit of the Loom underwear.
“Jesus Christ! What’s this?”
“Plan B,” said Sinéad. “We are going to bring these ‘prisoners’ to
Court.” She threw a garda jacket in my direction and told me to take
off my clothes. For the third time in a few hours I found myself in
yet another uniform. 
When all of our group were in the gardaí uniforms, and the gardaí
were in our clothes I had to admit that we looked the part. So long
as no-one looked too closely at us, we could pass off for gardaí. Any
closer than that, well, think Keystone Cops. Sinéad was happy
enough with her inspection. “Now,” she said, “Who is going into the
cells first?”
“I will,” said the CIA man, the one Áine had knocked out earlier.
“I’d like to see a bit of action before this is over. And of course, I
know your brother. we’ll be able to exchange secret signals, so as
not to give the game away.
“A few men should go in first,” I said. “There doesn’t seem to be
any banghardaí in this station.”
“Will you go with him then?”
“Okay,” I said, sorry I had opened my mouth.
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“Right,” said Sinéad. “So here is what I want you to do when you
get into the cells...”
A few moments later both the CIA man and I were in the passage
where the cells were. I had the peak of my cap pulled down over my
eyes so that no-one would recognise me. To the left was a long
counter, and as we had hoped, one garda sitting behind it reading a
newspaper. Near him was a sewing machine and a pile of Fruit of
the Loom tee-shirts. Everybody in Buncrana was working either
full-time of part-time in Fruit of the Loom, I thought. To the right of
him was a poker machine and to my dismay there was another garda
standing playing it. He didn’t ever look round when I walked into
the room, but the garda behind the counter spke to me.
“Good morning,” he said.
“Good morning to you too,” I replied. “We’re here with the Task-
force. You have some prisoners here?” It was as much statement as
question.
“Yeah, we have ten of them here. They’re in the cells down there.”
He directed a thum in the direction of the cells. “Do you have
business with them?”
“We do, “ I said. “Open the dorr for a minute. My comrade here
wants to speak to one of them. We think he might be the one the
media calls The Mad Fox.”
“Is that who it is?” said the garda. “Well, there’ll be a lot of
chickens safer tonight then if the Fox is captured.” and he started to
laugh at his own joke. He was still chuckling when he had the door
opened and the CIA man and himself were walking down the
corridor of cells. I waited near the gambling garda, watching him
while the CIA man did what he had to do.
The garda pulled the lever. The wheels spun, stopped and he won a
prize. Money came spilling out and I looked at the machine. Three
aces and a pair of eights. The Deadman’s Hand. The CIA man was
going to capture one garda and now I had to capture the other.
“Move as much as a finger and you’ll lose that hand!” I said loudly,
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pulling the gun from my pocket.” He was shocked, the poor man,
and raised his hands automatically in the air.  
“Hands against the wall.” I ordered.
“Jesus, I never thought I’d get robbed inside a garda station,” he
said. “You can trust nobody now.”
“Just shut your mouth and you’ll be alright,” I said. “Nobody is
robbing you.” I wnet over to the door at the end of the passage and
knocked three times. Sinéad entered, with a posse of prisoners.
“Right, into the cells,” she said, and I tapped my garda on the
shoulder to follow them.
“Can I take my winnings?” he asked.
“Hurry the fuck up.” I answered.
“Somebody lok that door,” said Sinéad, ad I remembered her
problem earlier locking people up. “
“You do it,” I said to the CIA man, who seemed to have no
difficulty with doing tasks like that. IN a few minutes we had
completed the switch, and all the gardaí were locked up while all the
rest of us were crowded into the foyer of the station.
Mrs Neeson was hugging Áine, while Marcas was boasting that he
hadn’t opened his mouth to the gardaí. Eddie whispered to me that
the chancer had tried to arrange a deal with the gardaí but they told
him they had enough evidence to lock him up for years and there
was no deal. I noticed too, that Noreen was now very pally with one
of the CIA men, following him around, and the two of them
whispering away to each other. We whushed everybody down and
told them to keep as quiet as possible, that we weren’t out of the
woods just yet. When they were quiet, Sinéad explained the rest of
the plan to the ‘exprisoners’. While she was talking, Terry - with
some input from the Expert - was translating for the Pope. It seemed
to me he could understand more than he was letting on, as he
corrected them a few times.When Sinéad was finished with her
briefing, the CIA man spoke. 
“Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, colleagues.”
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“De réir an ríomhaire,” arsa sé, “beidh ár bhfuinneog deise ag
druidim ag a ceathair a chlog.  Tá sé ag tarraingt ar l5.30 uair anois
“Get on with it,” muttered Elvis.
“The computer tells me that our window of opportunity is closing
by the minute,” he said, “and if we want toconclude this misson in a
positive way that we need to avoid any further unnecessary delays.
We can leave the celebrations to another day, but for now theres a
peice of outstanding evidence we need to deal with and take with us
and we need to do that before a change of guard arrives at the
precinct to relieve the gardaí we have down below in the slammer.”
“Okay!” said Sinéad. “Gather up any handcuffs there are in those
cupboards.”
We began handcuffing those who had been in the cells a few
minutes earlier, in pairs. The Stickie refused to hold out his wrist on
a point of principle but his sister gave him a sharp kick in the arse
and told him to get a move on that he had caused enough trouble
already and that he’d get a good hiding if he started any of his
counter revolutionary activities. We had no more problems after that
and when all ten were lined up in queue of pairs, I opened to main
door of the station to lead them out onto the street towards the
courthouse.
“ My heart nearly stopped - again - when I saw the scene in front of
me. The sound of clicking cameras and a host of journalists and
camera surrounded the front door.
“Everybody in, back in!” I shouted and closed the door. “The street
is full of photographers!”
“Papparazzi!” said the Pope.
“Quiet !”  I said rudely to him. Áine’s mother gave me a dirty look
and said I had no right to speak to His Holiness like that. I
apologised. “I can’t let that shower of photographers photograph
us,” I said. Somebody in Derry will recognise us, and then they’ll
really be on the hunt for us.”
“What can we do?” said JFK. “We only have limited time to spare.”
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Can we get out through the back garden?” said Eddie.  “That way
no-one will know where we’ve gone.”
“Do you think his holiness here could scale a fifteen foot wall?” I
asked, but in reality I was thinking of Elvis and the twenty stone of
blubber he was transporting round inside his shiny white suit,
though I didn’t want to be rude to him.
“You’re right,” said Sinéad. ‘Hold on, I have it! We’ll get the
blankets from the cells and put them over our ‘prisoners’ heads. The
protographers will be so busy looking at the blanketed figures that
they’ll ignore us whose faces are uncovered. Will that work?”
“It’s worth a shot” said the CIA man.
“Please,” said Kennedy.
“Sorry, Sir. I mean it’s worth a try. Where are the blankets?”
“I’ll ask one of the gardaí,” said Marcas, a look of revenge in his
eyes for the time he had spent locked up.
“No you won’t,” I said. “I’ll do it. Sinéad, will you come with me?”
When we came back from the hallway we were carrying a large
bundle of mouldy blankets which we started draping over the
‘prisoners’. When we were ready to move out I counted us. Eight in
garda uniforms, eleven under the blankets. I winked an eye to
Sinéad. “Let’s go,” I said, and opened the door again.
The stacatto of lenses clicking greeted us as we went out the door
and reporters shouted questions at us as we attempted to run our
prisoners through the crowd. Going through the journalits I said to
one that if he went as far as the courthouse he would get a good
picture opportunity. Whe the journalists near him heard that they
took off from the main crowd and headed for the courthouse to try
and find a vantage point. This gave us a chance to cut our way
through the remainder of them. Just as we reached the lower gate I
grabbed one of the figures below the blankets and gave him a kick
with the words “Run now. Run when you have a chance.” I gave
him another kick and pointed him in the direction of the courthouse.
Out he ran, nothing visible under the blanket but a pair of Bay City
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Roller trousers as he ran down the street as if his tail was on fire. I
let him run for aboutr fift yards and  when he was close the the big
gates I shouted to the garda on duty “Stop him, stop him. Get a grip
of him, that’s one of the prisoners escaping. The garda left his post
at the gate and took off after the fleeing blanket clad figure leaving
the gate half open for us to enter the yard. 
I ran in and in a second had the gates fully opened and all of us were
in the yard. The two cars were sitting parked side by side, the one
hijacked by Marcas earlier that morning and the CIA limo captured
at the bridge. We leapt with joy when we saw that the keys were still
in the ignition. In a moment of pure anticlimax all the build-up was
over in a second as we jumped in the cars and drove off through the
gates and down the main street. My last view of Buncrana in the
rearview mirror was of a blanket covered figure being beaten by a
group of gardaí. Ah the craytur. The sergeant would have a lot to
say to his men when they finally pulled the blanket off his head.
On we went to the bridge and the CIS wagon stopped in the middle
of the road Iwas in one car with Áine, her mother and father and
Elvis while the rest, thirteen of them, were in the other car. Hugh’s
car was on the other side of the bridge, parked where we had left it.
I thought for a minute that that was why the CIA had stopped at
tebridge, but I was wrong. Hugh, Sinéad, The Pope, Terry and Eddie
all ran in the direction of Hugh’s car while the driver and tree other
CIA agents climed out of the limo and opened the boot. One of them
was signalling me to drive on to the other side of the bridge, and I
continued across. When I was past them, they took out Jim’s coffin
and laid it flat across the narrow bridge. The driver ran across to my
open window. “That should give us half an hour,’” he said. “They’ll
think it’s a bomb. Jim will understand our need.”
“Poor Jim,” said Mrs Neeson, blessing herself. “Even in death he as
is faithful as his old dog.”
“Old Tadhg,” said her husband.
“I didn’t know he was a catholic,” I said.  “God rest him”
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“Now,” said the CIA leader who had walked across to our car.
“There will be no stops between here and Greencastle. That’s our
rendez-vous, if you’ll excuse my French. Is that clear?”
I didn’t speak much French, but I got the gist of what he was saying.
Eddie came over to our car as well. He was delighted at meeting up
with his old friend again after so long. He said that he and Terry
were going to stay in the car with the Pope. “We think he probably
needs us to be with him for translation,” he said, “and it also give
me a chance to catch up with my old buddy.”
With all the arrangements complete we bid farewell to Buncrana
and headed for the rendez-vous in Greencastle at six o’clock. We
would have to give this car, the one hijacked in Derry, a really good
clean when we reached Birdstown and then abandon it there and
drive the other car, the CIA car, across to the other coast of Inisowen
at its nearest point to Magilligan, on the Derry coast across Lough
Foyle. 
“I didn’t know you could drive,” said Mrs Neeson to me after a mile
or so, as if she had just noticed who was behind the wheel. “Another
secret kept from me (she looked at Áine). You young ones are as
thick as thieves. Isn’t that right , Willie?”
Willie didn’t answer. He was sitting trembling, small tremors from
time to time, reliving the horrors of the hour he had just spent in the
gard station. He stared hawk-like, hooded eyes across at me, then
turned to face the road ahead, then the road behind, moving from
one to the other every few minutes.
“There’s no sign of them yet,” he said, “but I’m certain they’re
coming after us. They’re unstoppable” 
“Unstoppable, Willie?” said his wife.  “The youth of today?  I
would soon put a stop to them, they have neither manners nor
breeding.  Did you see they way they threw them dirty aul blankets
over us , Willie? There was no bloody need for that.” 
“Mother,” said her husband, with the most deliberation I ever heard
from him, “Could you jsust shut your mouth for five minutes? If it
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wasn’t for these you people we would still be incarcerated in
Buncrana garda station now. Jesus Christ I never heard anybody as
ungrateful in all my life, there’s no end to it. Maners be damned, at
least we’re out and about now thatnks to them.”
Well that shut her up. I’d never heard Mr Neeson speak like that to
anyone before, and of all the strange events that nigh, that speech to
his wife was probably the strangest. The worm had turned.
We soon reached the house where we had left the limo earleir, and
snooped around, looking for signs that the place had been found but
there was no trace of the gardaí having been there. I brought the
limo round to the front of the house and parked the hijacked car at
the back, after we had wiped every surface inside and out, removing
any finger prints or shoe prints or traceable marks. By the time we
had finished the second limo had arrived via a different route and
we began doing the same clean-up on it, trying to leave no trace of
who had been in it or using it that day. We then parked the two cars,
side by side, in a place that would be visible from the road, and
pinned two notes on the windscreens apologising for the ‘loan’ of
the cars, and thanking the owners in their absense. That done, we
headed off to Greencastle.
When we reached the village, Hugh’s car was already there, parked
near the small harbour and Hugh was standing beside it, scanning
the clear blue sky with his hand shielding his eyes. The sunglasses
were a memorey now. I climed from the car and did as he was
doing.
“Choppers?” I asked the CIA man.
“You reckon?” heasked me by reply.
“Yeah, I reckon,” I said. “I seen the film, you watch and see, a fleet
of choppers is on its way, like in Apocalypse Now.”
“You never know, do you?” he said.
“What time is Zero Hour?” asked Kennedy.
“l800 hours,” he said.  “Its now Zero minus two.”
He had barely the words out of his mouth when I heard an enormous
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sucking sound, almost like an explosion under water, and a hundred
yards out from us the water broke and a huge black shape, almost
whale like, broke through the waves. For one more time that day I
felt my heart stopping in my chest with fright.
“A submarine!” I said, awestruck
“You saw the wrong movie, my friend,” said the CIA man. “The
Chief was in the US Navy, not the US Airforce.”
The size and sound and volume of the great beast was frightening. I
noticed Noreen swooning to a faint, but I also noticed she had
carefully positioned herself near the CIA man of her dreams so that
when she fell, she fell into his arms. The rest of us stood wide-eyed.
“Is a nuclear submarine as huge as that allowed into Irish waters?”
asked Edie. “Surely that is a breach of Irish neutrality, or
something.”
“It’s definitely something,” said Terry, in wonder.
“The CIA man tapped the word ‘neutrality’ into his computer, but
all that came up was a message ‘not recognised’. Programmed in the
US, no doubt, I thought.
“To hell with neutrality,” said Marcas. “I can hear the garda sirens
coming from Muff and Moville. Are you going to stand here
waiting on them arriving while that magic big boat is there waiting
to help us escape?”
“There’d be an extradition warrant out for us back to Derry,” said
Terry.
“Would we not be able to fight the warrant on political grounds?”
said the stickie.
“This place would extradite anybody now,” said Sinéad bitterly.
“There is no political defence left.”
“That’s a moot point,” said the CIA man. “There isn’t enough room
for you all in any case. You will now need to choose who is going,
who is staying.”
Kennedy shrugged his shoulders apologetically to Mrs Neeson. “It’s
a tight fit even though it looks big.”
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Derry Journal, 29 May 1984
Derry was rife with rumours last night that another supergrass was about implicate hundreds
of republicans and widespread arrests were expected. Several leading republicans in the city
are believed to have crossed the border. Sources in Shantallow confirmed that a local family
had unexpectedly vanished from the area during the last few days leaving one family member
alone in the house. It is believed that those who have vanished include two middle aged
parents, two sons, a daughter, and in a puzzling twist,  a neighbour who is believed to be
associated with the Officia IRA has also vanished. The remaining daughter and her fiancé
have refused all requests for an interview.
The RUC press office say they do not comment on individual cases.
Sinn Féin sources appear baffled by the disappearance and are dismissing talk of a new
supergrass.

Irish Times, 29 May 1984
The department of Foreign Affairs have confirmed that a navigational error brought a US
submarine in close proximity to the Irish coastline on Friday. The vessel is believed to have
strayed into Irish waters and to have surfaced briefly near Greencastle, Co. Donegal before
continuing its journey. The US Embassy has also confirmed the report. A spokesman
described the incident as ‘exceptional’ and confirmed that no US personel left the craft
during the brief time that the craft was surfaced.
British naval vessels patrolled the County Derry shore of Lough Foyle near Magilligan less
than a mile from Greencastle for several hours after the incident. Magilligan is the site of a
former internment camp and the prison there houses several hundred special category
prisoners. The NIO confirmed that all prisoners were accounted for after the incident.

Donegal Democrat, 30 May 1984
Donegal Gardaí have denied reports that what was described locally as a ‘small army’ took
over Buncrana in the early hours of Friday morning, effecting the escape of a number of
prisoners being questioned in the local garda station and stripping gardaí of their uniforms.
“This simply did not happen” said Sergeant John Mulligan. The officer confirmed, however,
that an unusuallly large number of people from Dery were believed to have attended a stag
party in the town, some of whom were in fancy dress, and arriving in stretch limousines and
that this may have given rise to the local rumours.
Sergeant Mulligan said gardaí believed that a coffin which appeared to have been deliberatly
placed across a local bridge, impeding traffic had been opened by local undertakers
McLaughlin, McLaughlin, McLaughlin and McLaughlin under garda supervision.
The coffin was found to be empy.

Donegal Democrat, 30 May 1985
Buncrana Coroner’s Court has heard thar after a year of investigations the body of a
homeless man found in Buncrana one year ago has still not been identified. The court heard
the body showed signs of a major trauma, consistent with a plane crash but that an Interpol
search of missing survivors of plane crashes had proved fruitless. The Coroner signed an
order allowing for the release of the body. The court heard that a local multinational clothing
factory has generously offered to pay for a grave and headstone while local undertakers
McLaughlin, McLaughlin, McLaughlin and McLaughlin have agreed to waive their fees.



“Ma non troppo,” said the Pope.  “You’ll not have room to turn a
brandy ball in your mouth inside that boat.” The Holy Father was
certainly learning English fast. Of course, he didn’t mind, he already
had his ticket booked. “Now,” he said, agitato, “prestissimo!”
“Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to
breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.” said
Kennedy, philosphically.  The answer was unbelievable, as almost
everyone of them started calling out the reasons why they should
go. Such a scramble for Green Cards. Áine’s ma and da were
offering to act as assistants to the Pope and Elvis while Eddie and
Terry wanted to be the Vicar of Christ’s interpreter. Noreen was in
love with the CIA man. Marcas wanted political asylum. The only
people sticking around seemed to be Sinéad who seemed to be
standimng might close to Hugh, and Áine and me.
“Whatever happened to the Get Rich Quick blackmail plan?” I
asked Mrs Neeson. “I thought we were going to be rich and famous
on the back of finding these people?”
‘Houl’ your tongue.” she answered.
“The Neesons were never bounty hunters.” said Willie.
“There’s another life out there,” said Terry. “The world doesn’t stop
at Muff.”
“What about Áine?” I asked, “Are you going to abandon her to
follow a dream?”
“I’m not following a dream any more,” said Mrs Neeson, “I’m
living it. A few greasy pounds from blackmail couldn’t buy this.”
“Hurry up now, “ said Kennedy, “we gotta ship out.”
“Remember one thing,” said the CIA man, “You don’t mess with the
CIA. This never happened.”
“Look after yourself, love,” said Mrs Neeson to Áine, “I’ll write...”
and at that a sailor in a white suit and baggy trousers slammed the
hatch shut and in a massive slurp the sub had gone beneath the
waves again. It was a quick as that, one minute they were there, the
next minute the sea churned and there was not a trace. The four of
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us stood there watching the last of the ripples fading until the gardaí
arrived, but it was too late, the evidence had vanished.
The journey home was quiet, we had nothing to say, at least, not
then. Hugh let me drive his car home and he took the limo with
Sinéad. At the border the Brit soldier asked me had we got the Pope
and he looked into the back seat and laughed. ‘Fucking mad
Paddies.”
Ah, the Pope was in someone’s possession alright, even if they
didn’t know the value of what they had given up to have him and it
was probably too late for them to learn the value of that now.
A few nights later Áine and I were back in the Stardust dancing. The
band was playing a slow set and we were gripping each other tightly
on the floor, near where Freddie Devlin was dancing with the
Creggan girl.
I’m disappointed about one thing, Áine.” I said. “I never found ot
why those people are going around, pretending to be dead, when
they are clearly alive. Why the big secret?”
“There’s no single answer to that,” said Áine, trying to get a flow on
her thoughts.”Remember you said that morning that you wanted to
find something that would take you out of this run of the mill life,
remember?”
“Yeah, I do.”
“Then by the afternoon there you were travelling in a car with
Elvis.”
“Yeah.”
“And the shape of him, God help him.”
‘Yeah.”
“And JFK, needing to be shephered at every turn? What kind of life
is that?”
“I noticed that, yeah.”
“And my family have joined them, they’re ‘dead’ too. Lost without
a trace, even though I know they’re not dead.”
“Right. But what’s the point you’re making? What’s the
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