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“A talented new voice in crime fiction, a story of murder, revenge and greed set on the high seas, written by a former nuclear submarine captain. You really don’t want to miss this one.”

—Mike Lawson, Edgar Award Nominated author of the Joe DeMarco series

“Dan Moore knows his way around ships and the sea. He takes the reader on a suspense-filled ride halfway around the world to places most have neither seen nor heard of. Captain Johnny O’Scanlon’s fortunes are made and lost as readers follow a rollercoaster ride of conspiracy, betrayal, and a greedy hunt for gold. His literary descriptions of places and characters draw the reader deep within a tale of twists to the very last page.”

—C.R. Bell, Vice Admiral USN (ret.)

“Johnny O’Scanlon loves the sea but bridles at his grandfather’s advice to end the family’s shipping company, scrap their last freighter, and start a new career. Help seemingly comes when Dillon O’Connor, a shadowy figure from his grandfather’s Irish IRA past, offers a tempting deal. 

“Underwritten by O’Connor, Johnny sails Marigold one last time. He is served by an unknown crew and must follow a rigid schedule to reach the west African coast on time to transport O’Connor’s lucrative cargo. Misfortune, treachery, and greed plague Marigold’s every sea mile and foreign port call. Johnny faces financial ruin, or worse, unless he can decipher his grandfather’s cryptic hints of ill-gotten gold. Journey with author Dan Moore through a story of mystery, thrill, and seaworthy adventure.”

—Mary Davidsaver, author of Clouds Over Bishop Hill and Shadows Over Bishop Hill
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To my grandsons: Hayden, Boone, Wesley, and Landon
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From my window overlooking the Dublin docks, I saw my ship, Marigold, riding easily at the pier. Her transom nameplate showed dull black against her light blue hull. Smaller letters beneath read Dublin. 

A few rust streaks from the deck scuppers ran down her sides, but overall, she was in good shape—good enough to earn money still, if I could just get the bookings. Lately, these were harder and harder to come by.

Behind me, the toilet flushed.

“You okay, Pop?”

“Yeah, yeah, I can still wipe my own arse, thank you very much.”

The door to the bathroom opened. My grandfather, stooped and holding on with both hands, shuffled his walker across the floor, turning the light off behind him. 

“You need a new roll, laddie.”

He plopped down in the captain’s chair, in my opinion the most comfortable chair anywhere in the world, though it had no cushion. The old furniture makers knew best how to form fit hardwood to the human anatomy, much better than modern upholsterers ever did. I could sit for hours in that chair, and I had. I only tired of it when I had the need to go to sea.

“When are you going to change the name on the door, Johnny?” my grandfather asked. “It’s been your business now for near half a decade. You should name it O’Scanlon’s, not TC Miriam.”

His comment caught me off guard. My grandfather and grandmother, Miriam, had raised me since I was four, when both my mother and father died. That was thirty-one years ago. When I was in my teens, Grandfather introduced me to the sea by taking me on cargo deliveries across the Channel and as far away as the Baltic. Once I finished my university degree, I earned my merchant mariner’s license and served as an officer, beginning as first mate and, for the last five years, as captain of the Marigold.

“You know, Pop, Grandmother’s name brought you luck for a long time. I think we should stick with it at least a little longer.”

“She’s smiling down on you, Johnny, me lad. I guess there’s no harm in the name staying up there a little longer. But sooner or later you’ll have to admit the facts. You no longer have five ships working for ya’. You’re down to just the Marigold.”

“But we’re still making a little, Pop.” 

“And that’s because I man the phones and run the office while you’re at sea. I’ve said it before, Johnny. You need to sell the works while you can. It’s time.

“You’re doing a grand job ‘cause you know your business. It’s just that business in small lot, bulk sea cargo is getting harder to find. I watch you working hard at it all the time—drumming up clients and keeping the crews happy between runs. I’d hate to see you spending the rest of your young years in a failing enterprise when you could be starting something with more promise. Don’t stick with this because you think you owe me or your grandmother something, God rest her soul. The sea has always been part of my life; that doesn’t mean it has to be in yours. Sell out! Get some money to fund a head start on your future.”

As much as it hurt my pride, I knew he was right. Customers were still gratified at hearing the gruff voice they’d grown accustomed to when calling to book cargos. But that wasn’t enough to make ends meet. TC Miriam was no longer a profitable proposition.

Grandfather had put me in charge five years ago when the clutches of old age told him he couldn’t go to sea anymore. The business was still good then, not like it was now. 

Work as I might, the orders for coastal sea cargo just weren’t that plentiful. The long-haul freight giants could stuff a thousand times the deadweight we could into their neat containers and keep efficient track of it all with computers. Shipping small lots of bulk cargo, like we did, was almost a thing of the past. And clients were more than willing to pay the extra tare for air freight, just for the convenience of speed. With my one tired old coastal freighter, I couldn’t keep up with them. I knew it, but my pride wouldn’t admit it.

“Sell! You can’t be serious. How will we pay the bills?”

His urging, no matter how well-reasoned, didn’t sit well with me. I’d always been able to do what I set my mind to. If I worked hard, I could bring TC Miriam around to being profitable.

Grandfather wouldn’t hear any of my protests. “I didn’t get you on with Tommy Corrigan as an apprentice on the longshoreman docks for nothing. He made you a dock manager in a heartbeat. I even made sure you got time at the university so you could learn modern business to help run the company. 

“And don’t forget, that two-year apprenticeship with Captain Pavel Gorik in Riga got you plenty of experience with handling those big ships he runs out of Estonia up and down the Baltic. There’s nothing wrong with your seamanship skills. You could be master on one of those big ships without thinking twice. I say sell out and don’t end up like me, just fighting to stay afloat.”

“That’s your pride talking, Pop, not your common sense. One thing I learned from you was to work hard. I needn’t point out there’s a big difference between a 690-ton Marigold and one of those Maersk 150,000-ton behemoths. I think we can still make a go of it here. So quit complaining about how you can’t keep up. That’s your frustration reminding you of your bum hip and the diabetes that are keeping you from getting around like you used to.”

“Used to! I can’t get around at all! And my days of drumming up phone business with longtime clients are getting bleaker. I book a client whenever I can, but it’s tough to find paying cargo returning to Dublin to cover the roundtrip costs. When we had five ships running freight from Dublin to West Anglia, Normandy, and maybe past Calais to Jutland, we had a lot of options. Now, not so much.”

The hurt welled in his eyes. He wasn’t getting to the office as much he used to, having to spend more time in the private nursing home I’d set him up in at the edge of town. This made for a long bus ride from his beloved docks. His robust life at sea was a waning reminder of former times. 

And with his wife Miriam gone now for three years, it was all that much harder. Though I loved the stories he told when he reminisced, I needed to get his mind off Miriam and onto something that didn’t remind either him, or me for that matter, of our current state of financial stress.

“Okay, Pop. Want to get a drink at the Temple Swan? I know you like a Black and Tan with a Jameson at the end of a day.”

His eyes twinkled even as he grunted to stand up from enjoying his panoramic view of the harbor’s comings and goings to join me for the two-block walk up the hill to his favorite pub. 

“Can we get a meat pie to go with my B&T and chaser?”

“I will if you can maneuver that walker you keep abusing to get your old bones there.”

The complications of diabetes and the need for a new hip weighed on his mind, as well as hampering his physical abilities. Maybe he was right. Seeing him struggle like this just to get around, on top of the worsening prospects of an already declining income, forced me to at least consider his advice to sell the enterprise. He and TC Miriam were the only tangible things in my life. Cutting loose of the business might be the only way I could save what I held most dear.

“Come on, old man, get a move on. I know how you like the Temple Swan.”

As we made our way to the pub , I thought of those times I spent with Captain Gorik plying the stormy Baltic waters off Scandinavia, the low countries, Germany, and Poland. He taught me how to sail in heavy weather, pick a crew, and minimize times in port when off-loading and lading cargo because time not at sea meant lost business opportunities. Most of all, I loved seeing the rest of the world. Foreign places fascinated me and satisfied my desire to pursue unknown things: different languages, cultures, and cities. I even bought a camera so I could revisit my travels when I was home in Dublin.

I knew Grandfather was being practical. He didn’t want me spending good money after bad. But I didn’t want to let him down and was determined to show him I could turn TC Miriam around. I was going to make a name for myself in the shipping business, just as he had.

“I’d swear you’re getting taller and handsomer every day, Johnny,” the barmaid said, handing me two Black and Tans with a Jameson’s back. 

“Thanks, Sheila, and you haven’t changed a bit.” She puffed a lock of hair off her face and whisked me on my way with a flip of her bar rag.

I took the drinks with a smile, happy to be among old friends. The sight of his favorite drink lit up Grandfather’s face. He took a long swig and wiped the foam from his mouth with a sleeve. But his respite was short lived as he forced the discussion back to TC Miriam’s problems.

“You’re wasting time with this firm. You know that, don’t you, Johnny? You can’t sustain it.”

I followed his lead with a swig of my own. It tasted good. I wanted him to relax and not worry, but I didn’t know how to make that happen. Then, as was his way, he said something on an entirely different tack.

“Johnny, you should be enjoying life more. Get yourself a girl.”

“I’ve time enough for that later, Pop. Right now, I’ve got you and the business to worry about.” 

“Bah! I can take care of myself. And a business is just that...business. But a girl, she’ll last forever.”

This wasn’t the first time he’d floated this argument. “I know, Pop, ‘and give you the grandchildren you deserve,’ right?”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

He started to motion for another round, but I stopped him.

“Pop, you know I love you, but I couldn’t give enough of myself to someone else right now, much less take care of a child.”

“Just the same, you need to have something in your life besides a worthless enterprise. The cost of running Marigold will keep going up even if you’re not sailing her. Barnacles grow whether she’s sitting alongside the pier or running with a bone in her teeth passing Cape Verde.” He gazed at his glass, lost in momentary thought. 

His comment caught me off guard. I hadn’t heard this story before. 

“Cape Verde? Marigold’s ‘na been there.”

“Beg to differ, laddie.” 

He took another swig and followed it with the shot of Jameson. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me and that ship.” He motioned to the keep for another B&T, but this time I made no attempt to stop him. “I did a few things back in the day I’m not too proud of.”

“You, Pop? What could you have possibly done that would raise my eyebrows?” I took another swig of my B&T, but only a sip of the Jameson’s this time. I’d learned years ago not to attempt to keep up with him during his favorite pastime.

“Running stuff for the IRA was one of them.” 

He said it matter of factly, as if everyone had done it and it was common knowledge. 

“I’m no illusionist or politic fanatic, but it paid the bills. In fact, I made enough to buy the Marigold, which at that time improved my profit margin. She was bigger than my other four ships. That gave her a greater range and almost three more knots of speed. Back then, even a half full hold of consignments from Liberia or Angola brought in enough to keep the roof over your and Miriam’s heads during those lean years.”

Africa? Why was he telling me this now? Was he using a sea story to teach me a lesson—the lesson that I shouldn’t be so foolish as to keep this enterprise afloat? As he went on, I searched my mind for what cargo he could have transported from Ireland to a jungle nation. Surely it wasn’t fine Irish linens or cut lead crystal. 

A noticeable crack entered his voice and a tear drew down his cheek as he paused at the mention of his dear Miriam’s name. I couldn’t tell if it was the B&T or the Jameson’s taking hold or some unsaid memory. I gave him time to regain his composure, which gave me the opportunity to think of a way to find out what he was referring to. Nothing I’d learned growing up ever hinted that he wasn’t completely honest and forthright. It was hard to think of a circumstance where he would have had dealings with the likes of the IRA. 

“Wasn’t that dangerous?”

His voice regained its strength. “Aye, but danger is relative. Not eating is dangerous, too.”

“How’d you avoid the Royal Navy? I can’t imagine they took kindly to what you were doing.”

“A man I knew in Wexford, Dillon O’Connor...”

He paused and pursed his lips, as if remembering something unpleasant.

“Was he a partner of yours?”

“Partner, ha!” Then he mulled a thought before saying, “I guess, in a way, he was. Dillon O’Connor did up official dummy manifests that could’ve fooled the Queen’s Privy Council. He could forge any document, passport, or identity papers the IRA told him to.” 

The first half of his second B&T disappeared.

“This Dillon O’Connor fellow, he was your mate?” 

Grandfather looked askance at me. “Mate! He was no mate of mine, or anyone else’s, for that matter. However, he had the knack of getting a few of us cargos which paid very well in a day when coastal shippers were going out of business everywhere.

“The first few runs I made were for him. He set them up and hired me, and a few other captains, to deliver the cargos he contracted. After a year or so, he asked if I wanted to earn some extra. He told me I was doing a lot better at making the deliveries than the other skippers—getting in and out of the ports with no questions asked. 

“He offered me an extra twenty percent. That made us partners of sorts. The cargos got bigger and I had to travel further. Only a few went to Africa, but the majority were headed from Yugoslavia and Poland to the west coast of Ireland—always in the dead of night.

“I’ll say this about O’Connor—get your money and count it twice to make sure he isn’t pulling a fast one on you. And never turn your back on him. There was many a time I knew he was overbilling clients, but I didn’t say anything ‘cause what came to me kept TC Miriam afloat.”

“So, he was skimming people?”

“That’s a nice way to put it, laddie. Me and the other skippers didn’t have to front our own money to fuel and provision our own ships on trips he chartered for us. O’Connor covered everything, and paid us our consignment fees, although not always as timely as we would’ve liked. 

“And that was a rub, because we could all see there was plenty of money sloshing around. I’ll admit, I had my own rainy day stash, but I hid it so no one, especially O’Connor, could find it if they went looking. I wasn’t proud of it, but I didn’t trust O’Connor after seeing what he did to the clients and the IRA bankrollers. I was careful to take the money out of his provisioning funds, never from the cargo funds of the clients, mind you, but...”

I was intrigued, and at the same time found it upsetting that my grandfather had associated with such a person. If it were true, however, and he did hide something for a rainy day, where had he put it?

“The IRA paid for everything in gold—Krugerrands, to be specific. D’you ever see a pile of gold coins? It’s impressive. Since they were pure gold, a little bit was worth a king’s lot.Prices of the goods we carried were listed by weight, which cut down on conversations with inspectors and the need for interpreters. It was an efficient system—efficient for the IRA, O’Connor, and me.”

He stopped to tug on his B&T. “Haaaa!” He smacked his lips. “When it comes to hiding things, the smaller it is, the easier it is to hide.” 

“Weren’t the people who hired you afraid you’d cheat them?”

“The clients weren’t the type you’d ever think to cheat, not by a long shot. The penalty for doing that was too dear. I remember when the Senegalese discovered a mate of mine double crossing them, they sliced off his testicles, split his tongue, and gave him a permanent grin by cutting off part of his lower lip.”

“Jesus, Mother Mary, and Joseph!” The mental image alone put perspiration on my brow. I had the answer to my question about the people this Dillon O’Connor dealt with, but still knew nothing about the man himself .

If these revelations weren’t surprising enough, he continued.

“Being partners with Dillon O’Connor was like partnering with a spider—he built the web and promised to share what he caught, but be careful when it came time to collect. I learned in short order to take care of my own profits because he always paid me late. After almost two years, however, he suspected I wasn’t handing over all the payoffs he figured he should be making, and we had a falling out.”

“How’s that?’

“Like I said, us skippers learned to take our profits where we could. Because Dillon got in the habit of paying us our cuts late, we were short-changing payments before turning the profit over to Dillon. When he suspected he wasn’t getting his full share from the clients, he came looking. But not knowing which of us were holding out on him, he became belligerent and harder to deal with. I started looking for a reason to get out of the business. That’s when we had a falling out.

“We exchanged words in the office and I told him to get out, that I was done. Your grandmother Miriam was working our books in the office and overheard. After he walked out, she told me we didn’t need his kind of help.”

“Grandmother didn’t like him?”

Pop didn’t answer right away. He eyed his B&T then said, “No, she hated him, in spite of the money coming in from his extra deals he set up. She’d never forgiven O’Connor for getting your mom and dad involved in one of his IRA schemes.”

“My folks?”

“I never told you about it because you were too young to understand. Dillon needed a courier to take some paperwork to a meeting on the border with Northern Ireland. The regular one wasn’t available, he said. The meeting went bad and they were killed by British soldiers.”

He took a long pull on his beer. “In any case, she blamed O’Connor for getting them killed. Now you understand why she and I never talked about it. I kept working for him for almost a year so I could steal more gold from him. He owed me and it was the only way I figured I could make him pay. I never told your grandmother about taking the gold, ‘cause I wanted to be the only one who knew in case O’Connor started poking 

“So how much gold are you talking about?”

“Let’s just say it was a good bit. I hid it where neither he, nor anyone else who might choose to look for it, could find it.”

“Don’t you think now would be a good time to dig it up, to save TC Miriam?”

Grandfather downed the rest of his B&T, then eyed me. “Johnny, as long as Dillon O’Connor is alive, I’ll not show my hand with a sudden windfall to bring him nosing around, nor giving him the satisfaction that his suspicions about me were true. 

“But, that’s beside the point. I’m telling you again; you need to cut the losses right now and get a fresh start. Sell Marigold and fold the business. You’ll be better off in the long run.”

“But what if something happened to you and got killed? What good would that gold do anyone if none of us knew where it was?”

Grandfather gave me a look. I couldn’t tell if he thought I had an ulterior motive, or if it was a valid question. Then he said. “Don’t you worry, Johnny. That will be your nest egg, as soon as Dillon O’Connor finds his rightful place in the afterlife. In any case, I have the location documented in my will on file with our barrister for safekeeping. It will be yours one day. I just can’t have that bastard O’Connor finding it as long as he’s alive.” 

As strange as these revelations were, I couldn’t imagine that Dillon O’Connor could still keep a grudge alive and behave the same way he had when he was with the IRA. After all, the secession conflict of Northern Ireland ended years ago and amnesty had buried any lingering stigma to the contrary.

Five months later, I sat in the office going over the company books. I had to admit Grandfather was right. Business was showing no signs of hope for picking up. The mail contained a tax due notice on the Marigold, plus the annual property tax bill on my modest home and office space. 

Compounding this was the marginal increase in the monthly private nursing home bill. Pop’s physical condition was worsening, and diabetes was taking his eyesight. It wouldn’t be long before he would be totally dependent on others for his care—care that was more expensive than I could afford.

Without a better source of income, I’d have to move Grandfather to the state-run facility over fifty miles away. Not being near family would be the end of him if I couldn’t see to his proper care on a daily basis.

Additionally, fatigue was taxing his abilities to sustain conversations for long, the conversations I enjoyed so much. If my shipping volume didn’t pick up soon, I was going to have to consider finding a partner with the resources to keep me afloat, or worse yet, selling the business outright. 

Neither of these appealed to me in the slightest.

When Grandfather arrived on one of his increasingly rare visits to the office later that morning, he saw the opened bills on my desk and the worry on my face. He immediately resurfaced the issue of selling Marigold.

“Take her to the Bristol breakers. They’ll pay you £200 a ton clear after breaking costs. That should cover the tax bill. Don’t worry about me. These doctors don’t have much hope for me. I’ll be gone before you know it and they’ll have to gouge some other poor soul for my bed.”

“Come on, Pop, that’s a defeatist attitude. I’m not ready to give up yet, and neither should you.”

He was rambling. I knew only too well I wouldn’t abandon him to his plight. But his comment about selling Marigold for scrap finally spurred me to action.

For a few weeks I tried to find a business partner willing to inject the capital necessary to keep TC Miriam afloat, but the few leads who gave my business proposal any serious consideration couldn’t see their way clear to invest after performing their due diligence. About the time I figured all my options were up, I got the most interesting phone call—from Dillon O’Connor.

When I answered the phone, the name didn’t click at first. Then I recalled Grandfather’s revelations that night at the Temple Swan. 

Dillon O’Connor quickly got to the point. “I want you to partner with me in the shipping business.”

I was stunned, but managed to say, “Mr. O’Connor, how did you know I was looking for a partner?”

“Let me just say I have a great many contacts in the shipping business. I heard from some colleagues you had contacted.”

“Then you know that not one of them saw fit to make me an offer. In retrospect, Mr. O’Connor, I’ve been doing some serious thinking and I’m not sure continuing with TC Miriam is such a good business idea.”

What I told him was true enough. And when I coupled that with my grandfather’s comments about the questionable deals between the two of them, leading to their falling out, I determined that to continue talking with him was fruitless. 

“Hold on, Johnny. I’m sure with my backing, you and Marigold will fit nicely in my company’s plans.”

He sounded very sure of himself, I had to give him that. “And just exactly what is it you do?”

“I book high-value, small-lot bulk cargos, which clients see as a priority to send, but which other carriers find not worth the risks involved.”

“Risks?”

“I’m talking about small bulk that has to be delivered to parts of the world that can’t take the deep draft ships like Maersk or Evergreen have. They would have to drop shipment at an intermediate port, one big enough to handle their vessels, and then transship the consignments via rail or truck, adding delays to the process and considerably greater expense.”

He stopped talking, but I didn’t reply.

“Are you still there, Johnny?”

After a moment’s wait, I said, “Mr. O’Connor, I don’t know how to say this, but I’ve made up my mind to sell my ship for scrap.”

There was a pause on his end. Then he said, “And where are you going to scrap your ship?”

I realized he was challenging what I’d said about scrapping Marigold. He was testing to see if I had a plan.

“There are companies in Great Britain that break ships,” I said. “But the Bristol prices for the scrap iron don’t compare to the companies in Turkey or Bangladesh that don’t have to contend with the same safety or environmental laws.”

Cutting up ships, especially those built decades ago, is nasty business with all the asbestos insulation and lead paint. Evidently third world countries didn’t have laws mitigating the impact of spreading contaminants to the surroundings. I didn’t tell him, but I had figured the difference in what I’d make by sailing 12,000 miles to scrap Marigold in Bangladesh, rather than Bristol, was well worth it. 

My problem still remained, however. I needed funds to make the journey possible.

“I can tell you’ve put some thought into this,” O’Connor said. “But tell me, Johnny, if you can’t afford to run your one remaining vessel, how do you expect to be able to sail her half way around the world to collect the salvage scrap value?”

Dillon O’Connor had all but read my mind. I had a plan but none of the means to carry it out.

“Johnny, are you still with me?”

“Uh, yes, I’m here. I was just thinking.”

“I have a suggestion. Why don’t you come visit me in Wexford and we can talk about it? I might just have a solution that will satisfy the both of us.”

I vaguely heard myself reply, “All right, how about the first of next week?”

“Fine. I look forward to your visit.”

I hung up the phone and began rationalizing why I was going to do this, Grandfather’s warnings notwithstanding. I could at least listen to his approach to resolve my financial problems. Maybe Dillon O’Connor had mellowed with age. The IRA was defunct, thanks to making peace with Her Majesty’s government almost two decades earlier, and now he had legitimate connections with a client base I could work with.

But, for my grandfather’s peace of mind, I thought it best not to confide my plan in him.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


Early the next week, I made the trip in my aging Morris Minor down the coast from Dublin to Dillon O’Connor’s Wexford address. I worried he might have called the office in an effort to talk to Grandfather. I wasn’t ready for Pop to learn I’d been looking for a partner or I was considering a deal with O’Connor. Most of all, I wasn’t ready for one of his lectures on the subject. 

The village of Wexford hugged the sea port with tree-lined lanes radiating from the waterfront’s harbor road. The address I was searching for was set on a side street in a neighborhood of single-family and row houses. A gated fence, overgrown by an arborvitae hedge, bordered the small yard of Dillon O'Connor's home. 

I parked a few doors down, thinking this might obscure my arrival should he be watching from a window. I don’t know why I needed this small subterfuge, perhaps because I was apprehensive of the outcome of my venture.

When I knocked on the door, I was surprised when a rugged man, robust in stature, answered the door. At first he only opened the door halfway and stared at me with a stern face under a full head of salt and pepper hair. But when I mentioned my name, his face softened. He opened the door and motioned me in.

“Ah, Larry Shaughnessy’s grandson. Come in, son. I’m glad you made the trip. I assure you, you’ll be glad, too.” 

He showed me to a living room with a sofa and a single overstuffed, well-worn armchair. Antimacassars, stained from years of use, covered the arms and the backs of each chair. A coffee table, centered in front of the sofa, held a teapot and two cups, and the two end tables had table lamps with shades now yellowed with age. I would have figured his dwelling to be much more elaborately furnished, based on the Pop’s stories of O’Connor’s high value IRA dealings. For someone who supposedly conducted business dealings in gold, I thought he might have a grander home. 

“Tea, Johnny?”

“No, thank you, Mr. O’Connor. If it’s all right, I’d like to hear what you had in mind to help me with my plan regarding my ship, Marigold.”

“Not help you, Johnny, join with you. Now tell me, are you resolved to sell the remaining asset you have? I can assure you, between the two of us, we can make a go of TC Miriam with the connections I have.”

With Pop’s Dillon O’Connor stories foremost in my mind, I was leery about embarking on a one-time business deal with him, much less an ongoing relationship. “I appreciate that, Mr. O’Connor, but my mind’s made up.”

He raised his eyebrows and stirred his tea slowly. “And what does your grandfather think of your decision?”

I didn’t want to reveal to this man that I hadn’t told him of our meeting. So I simply stated, “He’s the one who’s been trying to get me out of the shipping business.”

His eyebrows raised ever so slightly and I barely caught what he said under his breath. “Hmm, I’m sure he has.”

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

“Nothing, Johnny, just thinking out loud. Do you know where you want to go to break her up?”

“Yes, I do. I’ve done the research. What I’m having trouble with is, how do I afford the cost of the trip to reach the breaking yards?”

He eyed me closely and then spoke. “Johnny, I’m not in the charity business. If it’s help you want, you’ll have to earn it.” 

The tone in his voice was ominous, devoid of the pleasantries he used before. 

I quickly offered, “If it’s hard work you’re suggesting, I’m no stranger to that. But what is it exactly you're saying I’d have to do?” 

“Do? Why, carry cargo, of course. What did you think?”

I wasn’t all that sure. I distinctly thought he was playing with me. “Well, I was...I don’t want to get involved in something that...”

“That will interfere with your plans to scrap your ship?”

“Uh, yes.” I was going to say I didn’t want to be involved in anything illegal, but he’d interrupted.

“Johnny, I have several partners throughout the world. Are you up for making the long trip down the Atlantic coast of Africa and around the Cape of Good Hope?”

I hesitated, neither expecting nor being prepared to make a decision that quickly. “Well, I guess...”

“Guess? I thought you wanted to do business.”

His constant counterpoint to my comments was dragging me down. Worried that I was looking too unsure, I said, “I do, I just don’t know how to hire a crew for a one-way trip halfway around the world.”

“Then take your bloody ship to Bristol and get what you can.”

His abruptness caused me to lean back slightly. “That doesn’t solve my problem. It’s not about me. I’ve got my grandfather’s future to consider, not just the dissolution of a faltering business enterprise. I need enough to pay the tax lien and insure for his well-being until I can get a new career started.”

I sounded desperate, but I knew he and Grandfather had worked together in the old days to make ends meet. Perhaps a nostalgic appeal might sway him. 

“Grandfather told me that years ago you were able to keep TC Miriam and other local shippers going with your IRA connections. I just need to earn enough to make the long trip to the breaking yard. The proceeds from the sale of Marigold will secure Grandfather’s future.”

“Son, I donae know what you’ve been told, but Mr. Gerry Adams gave up the Cause in 1998, when Sinn Féin retired from the fight by signing the Good Friday Belfast Agreement. We’ve all given in to more honest livings since then.”

Dillon O’Connor paused and looked me over carefully. I knew he was considering something, but what, I wasn’t sure.

He continued. “Johnny, I know you’re in a hard spot, but I’ve a business to run. You must understand that the past is the past. Men do what they have to feed their families and keep them safe. 

“I’ll tell you what. I’m thinking that if I look hard enough for a few days, I can come up with a client with a shipping need you can handle that’s valuable enough to pay for your whole trip, perhaps even give you a few thousand Euro profit. No promises, mind you, but I’ll check.

“You’re a fighter, I can tell. And you’re the grandson of Larry Shaughnessy, which tells me a lot. I guess it’s the least I can do. You know, I remember your grandfather and his son-in-law, Ben. That would be your father, I take it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s a shame about your parents. They were good people.”

Where was he going with this? I didn’t have any personal recollection of my father or mother. Grandmother had told me a few anecdotes over the years, about my mother growing up and meeting my father, but she never mentioned his part in the business. 

And from what Pop had told me in the Temple Swan, I knew Grandmother was bitter about my parents’ deaths until the day she died and that she blamed Grandfather for getting them involved with Dillon O’Connor in the first place. 

O’Connor shook his head. “Ah, I remember when your mom and dad were killed. Your grandmother never accepted their deaths. Even though I explained how I’d also lost my own son in the cause we were fighting for, she remained bitter.

“Anyway, the game today has changed. Now there’s legitimate money to be made in supplying the sides that donae have good sponsors—mostly A-rabs.”

He pronounced the word with strong emphasis on the A. “At any one time there’s three or four different A-rab factions fighting some other A-rab rabble. All of them, A-rabs on both sides, have lots of oil money...and profit is what business is all about. So, they can buy anything they have a mind to. That means I can get you the kind of commission you’re needing, Johnny. There’s always someone wanting to buy something that pays well to ship.” 

What he said made business sense to me. There were lots of legitimate materials these oil-rich nations needed, which Europe, Ireland in particular, could supply: machine parts, construction and agricultural equipment—hard goods.

“Mr. O’Connor, I’m an honest man looking for a fair cargo.”

I looked directly into O’Connor’s eyes; they didn’t waver or dart to one side. He didn’t blink. His stare froze me and all I could think was that this was the man my grandfather had described as an IRA paymaster. But if he was willing to help me, I could at least wait the next few days to see what he offered. 

He broke the impasse and said, almost as if he were family, “Trust me, son, it’ll be on the up-and-up. However, I wouldn’t go mentioning this to Larry Shaughnessy just yet. Sit tight for a day or two. I’ll send a message around to you. I’m still not too keen on using cell phones and such.”

My grandfather’s warning about never turning my back on Dillon O’Connor flooded back to me. Perhaps his scoundrel days were behind him, perhaps they weren’t. As I looked at this aging man in his pedestrian home, I told myself I had been forewarned, but knew I was sharp enough to ensure he couldn’t do me any harm.

Two mornings later, there was a knock on my door at the boarding cottage where I’d spent some of my dwindling funds for a room and to await word from Dillon. It was the landlady. 

“A gentleman dropped this letter off for you, sir.” She spoke without a tinge of curiosity or any overt interest, as if she were used to being a messenger.

I thanked her and opened the note. It simply read, “Harbor overlook statue, 11:45 today.” 

As I headed out just before lunch time, almost as an afterthought I grabbed my camera, figuring I might as well look like a tourist. It was only a five minute walk to the harbor overlook, a semicircular concrete pad with a waist-high railing affording a reasonable view of Wexford harbor. Two people read a plaque beneath a statue of a long-deceased native son, while a few others took in the harbor view. 

A teenage boy and girl finished at the railing and backed up to leave when the girl bumped into me. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said.

“Quite all right, Miss.” By the time I had gotten the words out, she had put a flyer for a local rock concert into my hand and walked away with her boyfriend without comment. About ready to drop the flyer into the public waste can, I noticed there was something handwritten on the reverse side. It read, “The Morrow 10 minutes.” 

I knew of The Morrow. It was a pub on the other side of the town center. I’d been in there the day before for a beer while killing time awaiting contact from Dillon. It was nondescript and only marginally more entertaining than sitting in my room watching reruns of “Downton Abbey” on the telly.

The short walk from the overlook gave me little time to ponder why all the cloak and dagger. Perhaps secrecy was simply one of O’Connor’s quirks. All I really cared about, however, was the chance to get out of my financial bind, and to get on with life for me and Grandfather. I could put up with a few of this man’s idiosyncrasies for now.

The inside of The Morrow was dim compared to the morning sunshine. My eyes were still adjusting when a waitress got my attention. 

“Follow me, sir.” She led me to a booth at the back of the establishment. “Here you are, sir. Please have a seat. Your waiter will be here shortly.”

I remained standing for a few seconds to check out my surroundings. The day’s lunch crowd was arriving, creating a rising murmur of conviviality as friends greeted and took their seats at tables. A pervasive pub smell of stale beer mixed with the savory odor of the day’s luncheon special, both on the verge of being served to a hungry group.

A familiar voice came from the seat deep inside the booth. “Have a seat, Johnny.”

Still trying to gain my bearings, I hesitated.

“Sit down, lad, before you attract attention.” It was Dillon.

“I thought—”

“From now on, donae think. Just do exactly as you’re told. The first thing you’re going to do is take this pint, drink a least half of it, and act like you’re with a chum you have known since school.”

Something was different in O’Connor’s voice. It was demanding, not the helpful tone
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