

Ross O’Carroll-Kelly
(as told to Paul Howard)



ONCE UPON A TIME IN … DONNYBROOK

Illustrated by Alan Clarke

[image: Penguin Random House]




For Derek Foley, the original One F




[image: Penguin walking logo]
Prologue

The old man looks a complete state. Yeah, no, his face is literally black and his hair – slash, wig – is all over the shop? He looks like the old dear on the morning of the Commodore’s lunch in Howth Yacht Club last year, after she fell asleep in front of her desktop tanning lamp with a bottle of Miraval Rosé and six fingers of Beefeater inside her.

Focking raddled, in other words.

But then, the rest of us don’t look much better and I’m possibly including myself in that? It’s, like, eight o’clock in the morning and none of us has had any sleep. We’ve been standing around all night, watching Leinster House burn.

The fire is out now, although all that’s left of the building is a shell. The roof fell in just before midnight and the windows were all blown out, leaving just, like, holes surrounded by mascara smudges of black.

I heard Sorcha say it was as if the place was weeping for the death of Ireland’s democracy. Like I said, it’s been a long night.

The girl is still in literally tears, by the way. Yeah, no, she’s wrapped in one of those tinfoil blankets and she’s sobbing into the shoulder of Simone, her Special Adviser, telling her that she – oh my God – can’t believe that the European Union would do something like this, that she cried tears of happiness the day Ireland joined the single currency and that she was once proud to say that she’d been on city breaks in seventeen of the other twenty-six EU capitals.

I notice that Simone is just, like, staring into space and shivering – like she’s in basically shock?

The smell is horrendous, by the way – like when you pour water on top of ashes, except multiplied by a thousand. The firemen are packing away their hoses and the rest of their bits and pieces. Their work here is done.
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There’s, like, a crowd of thousands – I want to say – thronging Kildare Street? Some of them have been here all night. Some of them have swung by on their way to work to see the shit that’s been made of their, I don’t know – the word that everyone keeps using is, like, porliament?

I’m looking at their faces, pressed against the railings. They’re all waiting for someone to make sense of what they’re seeing. And that’s when the old man steps forward, one orm around the shoulder of an exhausted fireman and a megaphone held to his mouth.

‘Ireland, today, is on bended knees,’ he goes, ‘in a prayer of thanks that nobody was killed or even hurt last night! The nation sends its thanks to our brave firemen – and, indeed, women, because I’m sure I saw one a moment ago – who battled the flames until the early hours of this morning! We lost a building last night – but I want you all to know that we did not lose what that building represents!’

Through the railings, some randomer shouts, ‘I can’t hear you!’

But the old man goes, ‘Well, I can hear you! And the rest of the world can hear you! And the people who burned down this building will hear all of us soon!’

There’s, like, a loud cheer, followed by a round of applause.

I suddenly spot Hennessy to my right. I tip over to him. He’s got a Montecristo like a roll of wallpaper burning between his fingers.

‘The fuck are you looking at?’ he goes.

I’m there, ‘I know it was you.’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah, no, you and the old man. As in, I’m saying you burned it – yourselves.’

He takes a long drag on his cigor, then he goes, ‘That’s a very serious allegation to make.’

And I’m like, ‘I’m well aware.’

‘You got proof to back that up?’

‘I do actually, yeah. Ronan told me you were going to do it. They’re godda burden Doddle Airdint. His exact words to me. At the airport last night.’

Hennessy is instantly thrown by this. He storts looking around him for presumably Ro.

I’m like, ‘He’s gone, Dude.’

‘Gone?’ he goes – not a happy rabbit. ‘Where’s he gone?’

I’m there, ‘America, the States, whatever you want to call it.’

He stares at me like he wants to tear out my Adam’s apple with his fingers. I think that’s what he’s actually considering.

I’m there, ‘He’s out of your clutches. He’s away from you and that dickhead up there with the megaphone. You can’t corrupt him any more.’

‘I’m the Attorney General,’ he tries to go, ‘the highest-ranking lawman in this country. You think I couldn’t get him arrested at JFK and sent straight back?’ and the dude whips out his phone.

I’m there, ‘Except that he landed – oh, what – four hours ago?’ and I make a big show of looking at my watch, even though I’m not wearing one. It doesn’t matter. Because he smells what I’m stepping in. ‘Right now, he’ll be sleeping off the jetlag in a hotel on the Upper East Side that Erika sorted for him. In a day or two, he’s going to stort his internship at a proper law firm, fighting for people’s – it wouldn’t be my thing? – but civil rights, instead of doing your dirty work.’

He goes, ‘One phone call and I could have him picked up and deported by the end of the day.’

‘Yeah, you do that,’ I go, ‘and I’ll tell the world who was behind last night’s firework show.’

He just, like, stares at me. From his expression, I can tell that he knows I’m not shitting him here. He sucks another inch out of his Montecristo, then blows the smoke in my face.

‘You want me to say congratulations,’ he goes, ‘for ruining your son’s life?’

But I’m like, ‘Er, no? Because I saved my son’s life?’

He laughs.

‘Your old man was right,’ he goes, ‘when he said the brains in your family skipped a generation.’

I’m there, ‘Excuse me?’

‘I mean, doesn’t it bother you that the man had to look beyond you to find an heir?’

‘I’ve never really thought about it.’

‘Well, think about this, you little shithead. Ronan could have been the next Charles O’Carroll-Kelly. And you’ve taken that away from him.’

The old man is still talking into the megaphone – not that he’s ever needed one.

‘I don’t wish to make political capital from this outrage,’ he goes, ‘and our wonderful democracy precludes me from making campaign speeches on the day of a vote! But what you see behind me, the chorred ruin of our national porliament, is a reminder of just how fragile our freedoms are – and the lengths to which sinister forces will go to take them away from us! They! Will! Not! Succeed!’

There are, like, raucous cheers from the crowd beyond the gate. I notice that the famous K … K … K … K … Kennet is raising the tricolour on a badly blackened flagpole.

‘You can let them know they won’t succeed,’ the old man goes, ‘not by standing around and cheering – but by voting today! This, my friends, is Ireland’s Ground Zero moment! Quote-unquote! It’s a day for sombre reflection! But it’s also a day for asking ourselves who our real friends are!’

My phone suddenly beeps. It’s a text message from the famous – yeah, no, blast from the past this – Laura Woods, asking me, in typical Laura Woods fashion, what the fock that voice message I sent her was all about? I suddenly remember my conversation in the kitchen with Fionn, my highly sensitive conversation, which was recorded by Silas – that focking voice-controlled personal assistant thing that Sorcha brought into the house – and sent to everyone in my contacts list.

In all of the excitement of getting Ronan out of the country and then trying to stop the old man and Hennessy from burning down the Dáil, I nearly forgot that everyone in my phone – from my daughter, to my in-laws, to the great Robbie Henshaw – will probably know by now that I rode my old dear’s best friend and my daughter’s teacher from the Gaeltacht.

‘And while I’m loath to start pointing fingers at this early stage in the Gorda investigation,’ the old man goes, ‘I want to make a promise to you – we will hunt down those responsible for this outrage … all the way to Brussels!’
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1.

Hill, Bill

Sorcha says she still can’t believe it. Yeah, no, we’re sitting in the back of the limo and Kennet is driving us home.

‘Dáil Hair-khinn,’ she goes, really ramping up the Irish pronunciation – like she used to do when she was debating against Coláiste Íosagáin at their place. ‘Dáil Hair-khinn … is gone.’

I tell her I know. I watched it burn with her?

Kennet says there’s going to be a lot of anger out there today. He goes, ‘The T … T … T … T … T … Teashocked says it was the EU what d … d … d … dudden it,’ and I tell him to shut the fock up and just drive.

A Gorda cor flies past us, going in the opposite direction, its blue light flashing and its siren blazing.

Sorcha shakes her head. She says she once interviewed a former speechwriter for Jacques Santer on Transition Year Radio and I tell her I remember – even though I don’t. I’ve no idea who the fock she’s talking about.

I’m there, ‘Where is he now? That’s what I’d like to know. The focking nerve of these people.’

‘She, Ross.’

‘She, then. My question still stands.’

‘She told Sister Adalsinda afterwards that she thought I was a true Europhile,’ Sorcha goes. ‘A true Europhile! And to think that I took that as an actual compliment. Oh my God, she even sent me a signed copy of the speech that Jacques made when he won his Vision for Europe Award in 1995. If I knew where it was, I’d actually rip it in two.’

I’m there, ‘And I’d help you – gladly,’ trying to deflect attention away from myself.

My phone beeps. It’s a message from Robbie Henshaw, asking me if I meant to send him that voice message yesterday and is the Delma that I mentioned in it the same Delma who runs the Taste of Décor interiors shop in Ranelagh?

Sorcha goes, ‘I honestly can’t believe the EU would resort to those lengths to stop us from leaving.’

I probably should tell her the truth, that the fire had fock-all to do with them, except I don’t because – classic, classic me – I can suddenly see a way back into her good books.

‘Still,’ I go, placing my hand on her knee, ‘at least it puts everything into prospectus.’

Another Gorda cor zooms past. There’s a definite feeling of paranoia in the air.

She’s there, ‘Excuse me?’ swatting my hand away.

‘Prospectus, perspectus?’ I go. ‘Am I using that word right?’

‘What does it put into perspective, Ross? You having sex with our daughter’s Irish teacher? And – oh! my God! – Delma? Jesus, how old is she – sixty?’

‘Yeah, no,’ I go, chuckling to myself, then rolling my eyes, ‘that’s being kind to the woman.’

I’ve no idea why I’m laughing, since it was me who rode her.

‘Oh my God,’ Sorcha goes, ‘I can’t believe I was going to ask her to supply all of the soft furnishings for my office refit. I feel like such an idiot.’

I’m there, ‘If it’s any consolation, Sorcha, she was the one who made a move on me?’

She’s like, ‘Yeah, I don’t want the focking blow-by-blow details.’

I notice that Kennet is watching us in the rear-view mirror, obviously loving every second of this.

I’m there, ‘I’m just making the point that I was only trying to comfort the woman – like you said, a mate of my old dear’s, going all the way back to the stort of the Move Funderland to the Northside campaign – because that dickhead she was married to has got his much younger girlfriend up the stick. But she threw the lips on me in my old dear’s side passage and the next thing I knew she was unzipping the front of her dress and I was lifting her up onto that anthracite jumbo storage box that the old dear uses to keep all of her gordening gear in?’

She lets a roar out of her then. She’s like, ‘ROSS, I SAID I DON’T WANT THE BLOW-BY-BLOW DETAILS!’

Kennet goes, ‘Evoddy thing alreet, M … M … M … M … M … M … Ministodder?’ just letting me know that he’s following every twist and turn of the conversation.

Sorcha’s there, ‘Yes, it’s fine, Kennet. Just get me back to Honalee. I need to sleep.’

‘Been a l … l … l … l … long neet,’ he goes, the stuttering fock. ‘Idn’t that reet, Rosser?’

I totally blank him and he drives on through Dalkey village. As usual, my rugby tactics brain kicks in then and I decide to switch the angle of the attack.

I’m there, ‘Sorcha, the only reason you know about any of this is because that piece of shit – which you brought into the house, by the way – recorded a supposaly private conversation that I was having with Fionn and sent it to everyone in my phone.’

Speaking of which, my phone suddenly beeps. It’s a text message from, like, Lorraine Keane – Jesus, they’re all coming out of the woodwork now – telling me that she got a really random voice message sent to her from my phone and I should check if I’ve been hacked.

‘So, what, you’re saying that it’s my fault?’ Sorcha goes.

I’m there, ‘No, I’m saying that if this was a court of law, the evidence would be, I don’t know, unadmissable. Because it was, like, illegally obtained? And I’d walk – on a hopefully technicality.’

‘Well, you won’t be walking on a technicality – not this time. You know Sea-mon thinks I shouldn’t even let you back into the house?’

‘Yeah, See-mon’s not who she pretends to be, by the way.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘She’s a plant, Sorcha. She’s reporting to the old man and Hennessy – just like focking K … K … K … K … Kennet there.’

‘You’ll say literally anything to avoid taking responsibility for your actions. And, by the way, her name is pronounced Sea-mon, not See-mon.’

‘You think she’s advising you – she’s actually controlling you?’

‘Yeah, Sea-mon knows more about climate change than anyone I’ve ever met. She’s just finished a Masters in Environmental and Natural Resources Law.’

‘Banning cows and sheep wasn’t even her idea – it was my old man’s. He’s trying to wipe out the formers and destroy rural Ireland so that he can give their land to the Russians to dump their rubbish and build power stations on it. The entire population is going to be moved to the coast, where everyone will work for multinational tech companies and sleep standing up in rented wardrobes.’

‘Ross,’ she goes, ‘stop deflecting.’

I’m there, ‘I’m not deflecting, Sorcha. It’s all true. Erika figured out the entire thing. The EU didn’t burn down the Dáil last night. It was my old man and Hennessy.’

I can nearly feel Kennet’s eyes boring into me in the rear-view mirror. I don’t give a fock if he knows that I know.

‘After listening to that voice message –’ Sorcha goes.

But I cut her off. I’m like, ‘It wasn’t a voice message. And I repeat, Delma made all of the early running – before I even knew what was going on, she’d pulled my plonker out of my trousers – and it was pretty much the same story with Honor’s teacher.’

‘After hearing what I heard,’ she goes, as Kennet pulls into the driveway of Honalee, ‘do you honestly think I’d ever believe another word that came from your mouth?’

I’m there, ‘Okay, don’t believe me. But ask Ronan. He told me the full story at the airport last night.’

‘The ayer p … p … p … powurt?’ Kennet can’t stop himself from going.

I’m like, ‘That’s right, Kennet – the ayer p … p … p … powurt. I dropped him off. He’s gone to New York – to live.’

Kennet is just sitting there with his mouth flapping open and closed – a bit like me the time in UCD when I crashed a first-year Philosophy lecture to try to chat up Melissa McCrory and I ended up being asked to describe the ways in which Plato challenged Socrates on his assumptions about the nature of virtue.

I’m there, ‘So you can tell that so-called daughter of yours that her husband is storting a new life for himself in the States. And hopefully he’s going to be riding all around him.’

Sorcha throws open the back door and gets out. I get out too and I follow her into the gaff, still trying to get her to see reason.

I’m there, ‘Sorcha, I honestly don’t think this is as bad as some of the stunts I’ve pulled in the past.’

We head for the kitchen. Honor is sitting at the island with the boys. I’m there, ‘Morning, Honor.’

But she just goes, ‘Eat focking shit!’ and then Brian, Johnny and Leo say the exact same thing to me.

They’re like, ‘Eat focking shit!’

I try to do the whole tough love thing then. I’m like, ‘Honor, maybe don’t speak to me like that. Why aren’t you dressed for school yet?’

She goes, ‘We don’t have school today because of the referendum – and I’ll speak to you any way I focking want.’

I realize that it’s going to take longer than I possibly expected to chorm my way out of this one.

‘Oh my God, the referendum!’ Sorcha goes, putting her hand to her forehead. ‘I wanted to be there when the polls opened. Okay, I’m going to bed for a few hours, then I’m going to get up to vote.’

I’m there, ‘I’m going to do the same. Except for the bit about voting. It’d be nice to get my head down – and I don’t mean that in a sexual way.’

‘Ross,’ Sorcha goes, ‘come with me.’

I’m like, ‘Er, okay,’ and I follow her out of the kitchen.

But she leads me, not up the stairs, but into what used to be her old man’s study, until me and Honor burned all of his books one day, just for shits and giggles.

I’ll have to keep reminding the girl of all the good times we had together.

Sorcha takes a key from a hook on the wall and brings it over to a door in the corner that’s, like, hordly ever used. She puts the key in the door and turns it.

I’m like, ‘Sorcha, what are you doing?’

But she just goes, ‘Follow me.’

The door, I already know, leads to one of the two round towers that her old man had added to the house when Sorcha and her sister, whose name I can never remember, were apparently going through a princess phase – which, if you ask me, never really ended? This one was Sorcha’s one and the second one – on the other side of the gaff – belonged to … I don’t know, it will come to me.

Sorcha reefs open the door and storts climbing the winding stairwell to the top. I follow her, at the same time going, ‘Sorcha, what the fock is going on?’ my voice echoing off the bare brick walls.

She’s like, ‘When I was a little girl, I used to spend hours and hours sitting at the top of this tower, looking down on the Vico Road, dreaming that a prince would one day come to rescue me.’

‘You told that story at a family dinner in Fitzpatrick’s Castle,’ I go. ‘I’m pretty sure it was the night of your eighteenth – and I seem to remember you saying that the prince was me.’

She’s there, ‘And I was wrong. Our relationship – including our marriage – has been a sham from the very stort.’

I’m like, ‘It’s not as bad as some others I could mention. Do you remember Josh Peasley – he played loosehead for King’s Hos back in the day and was their only decent player? Well, his wife found out that he was wanking into her shoes every Saturday morning while she was out playing golf with her old dear in – I want to say – Woodbrook? Yeah, no, he used to, like, film himself blowing his muck into her good work shoes, then post the videos on some, I don’t know, foot fetish website for other perverts to watch.’

This story seems to cut no ice with Sorcha. I don’t know why I thought it would.

I’m there, ‘I’m tempted to say typical King’s Hos,’ refusing to accept defeat. ‘The point I’m trying to make is that they’re still together – although I’d imagine she locks the bedroom door when she leaves the house now.’

We finally reach the top of the tower. It’s – like I said – round and there’s barely room to swing a basic cat in it.

I’m like, ‘Sorcha, what are we doing up here?’

She goes, ‘This is where you sleep now, Ross.’

I’m there, ‘Excuse me?’

‘I don’t want you sleeping in the house any more,’ she goes. ‘But I understand that it’s important for the children to have you around. So this is the compromise.’

‘What, you’re banishing me to the tower?’

‘It’s either that or you can go and find somewhere else to live.’

‘So where am I supposed to sleep – on the hord floor?’

‘No, you can drag a mattress up the stairs. And bring your sleeping bag.’

‘Sorcha, are you not listening to what I’m telling you about Josh Peasley? I think you know his wife, Edel something or other. She might have even gone to Andrew’s.’

‘Ross, you’re the one who’s not listening to me. This is the only way you’re staying in this house. You’re here as a father to our children, but our marriage – if that’s what it ever was – is over.’

‘Including the physical side of it?’

‘Especially the physical side of it. From now on, Ross, you’re going to be Bill Clinton to my Hillary.’

Yeah, no, I’m wondering if that means I’m allowed to have sex with other women. But in the end I decide not to ask.

What the fock? What the actual –

There’s something in my sleeping bag. Yeah, no, I can feel it nibbling at my–

I end up screaming – as in, like, a proper cortoon scream? We’re talking: ‘Aaaaaarrrrrrgggggghhhhhh!!!!!!’

In one fluid movement, I unzip the bag and scramble to my feet, then I lean against the wall, shaking, my breathing all over the gaff.

Suddenly, a mouse – literally – sticks its head out of my sleeping bag, sniffs the air and makes a run for it across the floor.

Again, I scream. I’m like: ‘Aaaaaarrrrrrgggggghhhhhh!!!!!!’

Then it disappears through the tiniest of cracks into the actual wall of the tower.

‘Oh, Jesus!’ I’m going, stamping my feet up and down because I’ve got, like, the major ick now? ‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus!’

All of a sudden, my phone rings. I end up answering it without even checking the screen.

I’m like, ‘Hello?’

‘Rosser?’ Ronan goes, talking in a whisper. ‘Thee really dud it – thee burdened Doddle Airdint?’

I’m like, ‘Yeah, no, who told you?’

‘It’s arthur been on CNN.’

‘Jesus.’

‘It’s all oaber the wurdled, Rosser. And Cheerlie’s saying it was the EU what dud it?’

‘He’s a dick. I’ve been saying it for years. On the record.’

‘Rosser, what he’s arthur doing – it’s threason.’

‘Treason? Jesus, is that still a thing?’

‘You bether belieb it’s stiddle a thing. If thee foyunt out it was him, he’ll get thoorty yee-ors. Thee’ll thrun away the key.’

‘Well, all this goes to prove is that you didn’t know your grandad as well as you possibly thought you did? He made you think you were about to be chorged with illegal possession of a fireorm, bear in mind, just to stop you from going to the States.’

‘I stiddle say it’s the wig – it’s like he’s under some koyunt of speddle.’

‘Some kind of what?’

‘Speddle.’

‘Say it again?’

‘Speddle.’

‘Speddle?’

‘Yeah, like a magic speddle.’

‘Oh, a spell! No, he was always a dodgy focker, Ro, long before he ever put that thing on his head.’

‘The fedda on CNN says the foyer is probley godda swig it in Cheerlie’s fabour – Ine thalken about the referdenduddem.’

‘I’ll be honest, I know fock-all about politics, Ro. Except that there’s no doubt a lot of anger out there right now. And that Sorcha went out to vote about an hour ago wearing what, from up here, looked like her good Stella McCortney pant suit.’

‘I joost caddent belieb he did it, Rosser. He burdened the Doddle.’

‘Look, you’re better off forgetting about him, Ro. You’ve got your new life over there. How’s the hotel?’

‘It’s lubbly, so it is. Foyuv steers, all the way – feer fooks to Edika.’

‘Yeah, no, nothing but the best for my sister. Always the best hotels. The best cors. The best clothes. God, I love some of the stuff she wears. Especially when it’s leather trousers.’

‘Rosser.’

‘Sorry. We meant what we said, by the way. We’re going to come over to see you before Christmas.’

‘Hee-or, me ma is looking for you, by the way?’

‘Oh – er, really?’

‘She’s on the bleaten warpatt, so she is. She says you kiddled Tom McGahy.’

Yeah, no, he’s talking about Tom McGahy – as in, the former Principal of Castlerock College.

I’m there, ‘I hordly killed him,’ which I didn’t, by the way? I just happened to mention to him that Tina, who he had a fling with back in the day, said he fell very short of satisfying her in a sexual sense – which is literally what she said, very nearly word for word – and the dude keeled over shortly after I left the office and, yeah, no, sadly died.

Again, I made the mistake of telling Fionn about it in the conversation that half of Ireland seems to have heard at this stage.

‘She says you geb him the heert attack what kiddled him,’ Ronan goes.

I’m there, ‘Two very different things, Ro. Two very different things. So when are you storting the new job?’

‘Ine godda rig them tomoddow. Ine joost wonthering about Shadden.’

‘Who?’

‘Shadden.’

‘The name’s not ringing a bell, Ro.’

‘Shadden – me wife, Rosser.’

‘Oh, her – what about her?’

‘Well, I’d lubben her to come oaber – and brig me thaughter wirrer.’

‘I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea.’

‘Soddy?’

‘Ro, you’re storting a new life for yourself over there. You don’t want that focking family getting their claws into you and dragging you back here, do you?’

‘Ine arthur leabon her a loawut of voice messages, thrying to explain to her why I had to leab in a huddy.’

‘You left in a hoodie?’

‘In a huddy, Rosser. In a huddy.’

‘Oh, in a hurry.’

‘That’s what Ine arthur saying. But she woatunt rig me back. I think she’s in a snot with me.’

‘Like I said, there’s plenty more fish in the sea. I always did well in New York. Did I tell you about the time on my J1 when I rode a Rockette?’

‘You did, yeah – maddy, maddy toyums.’

‘Well, there you are, then.’

‘Rosser, if you see her, will you purra woord in for me?’

‘As in?’

‘Shadden, Rosser. Will you ted her why I had to go? And that I lub her. And that I’d lubben to steert a new life wit her and Ri oaber hee-or.’

‘I don’t know, Ro, that’s a lot of things to remember. Maybe if I just tell her you said hi?’

‘Rosser, please.’

And being too nice for my own good, I end up going, ‘Yeah, no, whatever.’

There’s, like, silence on the end of the phone then.

He goes, ‘I cadn’t belieb he did it, Rosser. Thoorty yee-ors ago, thee’d hab executed him for it.’

I’m like, ‘Fock.’

And he’s there, ‘I stiddle lub him, but.’

The dude on the radio says the European Union has angrily denied any involvement in the blaze that destroyed the Houses of the Oireachtas.

‘As fire investigators continue to sift through the chorred remains of Leinster House,’ he goes, ‘the Taoiseach, Charles O’Carroll-Kelly, has accused Brussels of burning the building as a warning ahead of yesterday’s referendum on Ireland’s continued membership of the EU. In a joint statement issued yesterday, the leaders of all the other Member States called on the Taoiseach to either substantiate his claim or withdraw it.’

The traffic on the Stillorgan dualler is, like, bomper to bomper. There’s a woman in a white Ford Explorer who’s trying to join the lane in front of me, except I’m refusing to let her? Yeah, no, every time a space opens ahead of me, I just inch the cor forward, blocking her off. It’s funny.

‘Here, Honor,’ I go, ‘look at the face on this one beside me here. She looks like she’s licking the top of a battery.’

Usually, Honor would be all over it, telling me how hilarious I was being and even giving the woman the finger. But this morning she doesn’t say shit to me. She just looks over her shoulder at her three brothers in the back and goes, ‘Dein Vater ist ein Arschloch.’

I have literally no idea what it means, but the boys stort shouting, ‘Arschloch!’ at the top of their voices. ‘Arschloch! Arschloch! Arschloch!’

The dude on the radio says that the counting of votes in the referendum is due to begin this morning. He says that exit polls suggest that the vote on whether or not to repeal the Third Amendment to the Constitution is likely to result in a Yes vote.

The woman in the white Ford Explorer gives me an angry blast of her horn. I wind down the window and I go, ‘Sorry, is there a problem?’ with a big innocent face on me.

She winds down her window and she goes, ‘Yeah, I’m trying to change lanes.’

And I’m like, ‘I didn’t see you there.’

‘Well, will you let me in front of you now?’

‘Yeah, no, be my guest.’

A space opens up between me and the silver Renault Sandero in front. As soon as she goes to fill it, I lean on the accelerator and I block her off again. She gives me, like, three angry blasts of the horn this time and I crack my hole laughing.

I’m there, ‘That was vintage Ross – right, Honor?’

‘Dein Vater ist ein Wichser,’ she goes to her brothers. ‘Ein kompletter und absoluter Wichser.’

I’m like, ‘Vintage, vintage Ross.’

We eventually arrive in Clonskeagh. I pull into the cor pork of St Kilian’s and Honor gets out and – yeah, no – helps the boys out of the cor. She gives them each a little hug and a kiss on the top of the head and goes, ‘Bis später, Johnny! Bis später, Brian! Bis später, Leo!’ and then off the three of them fock, shouting, ‘Wichser!’ and ‘Arschloch!’ at the top of their literally voices.

Honor gets back into the cor. I point it in the direction of Mount Anville and I keep trying to make conversation with the girl.

I’m like, ‘That, em, tower is freezing, by the way. As in, there’s no actual radiator in it? I’ve got to get back into your old dear’s good books before the winter sets in.’

Again, she leaves me hanging.

My phone beeps. It’s a text from, like, Dan Leavy, telling me that he got a voice message from me the other day and I should check if my phone has been hacked.

I’m there, ‘There’s, like, mice as well. Yeah, no, one ended up in my sleeping bag last night.’

And that’s when Honor suddenly turns on me.

She’s like, ‘What are you looking for – me to feel sorry for you? Because I focking don’t!’

I’m there, ‘Look, I know you’re angry with me. By the way, can I just ask you, Honor, is Wichser the German word for wanker?’

She doesn’t say anything for a good, like, sixty seconds, then she goes, ‘Why the fock did you do it?’

I’m there, ‘As in?’

‘Are you actually going to make me say it?’ she goes. ‘Why did you have sex with my teacher?’

I’m like, ‘Oh … er, that.’

‘Yes, Dad – that!’

‘Well, first of all, what I would say in my defence is –’

‘Don’t you focking dare tell me that she came on to you!’

‘She made it very difficult for me to say no, Honor – very difficult.’

‘You know, you sound just like him.’

‘Who? Reese?’

‘Yes, Dad, Reese.’

Reese was her ex. One of the biggest rugby wankers I’ve ever met, and I mean that as a compliment.

I’m there, ‘Honor, I know you’re upset about getting dumped, but I want you to know that all men aren’t like him.’

She goes, ‘So how are you any different? You’re a cheat. You’re a liar. You hate women.’

‘I don’t hate women. Jesus, if my record is anything to go by, I’d say the opposite is the case?’

Suddenly – this is, like, totally out of left field – she goes, ‘Why wouldn’t you let that woman change lanes?’

I’m there, ‘What woman? The one in the white Ford Explorer?’ obviously wondering where this conversation is going.

‘Yes,’ she goes, ‘the woman in the white Ford Explorer.’

I’m like, ‘Er, I don’t know – you’d usually find that funny, Honor.’

‘What if that woman was me,’ she goes, ‘and some man was being an asshole to me like that?’

I’m there, ‘I’d want to deck him. Two hits, Honor. Me hitting him and him hitting the floor.’

She’s like, ‘Well, that was somebody’s daughter in that Ford Explorer.’

‘Honor,’ I go, swinging the A8 into the cor pork of Mount Anville, ‘I genuinely thought you’d laugh.’

She’s like, ‘Have you ever heard the phrase toxic masculinity?’

I’m there, ‘Errr …’

And she’s like, ‘Look it up, Dad!’

Erika looks well in jodhpurs – always did, in fairness to the girl, although I’m trying my best not to look at her orse, portly because of what Honor said to me this morning and then portly because – yeah, no – she’s my sister slash half-sister?

‘Here, Erika,’ I go, ‘you speak German, don’t you?’

She’s like, ‘I did it in college – why?’

I’m there, ‘What does toxic masculinity mean?’

She goes, ‘What?’ like she can’t believe that anyone could be so thick.

‘Am I saying it right? Toxic masculinity?’

‘It’s not German, Ross!’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘It’s English.’

‘Fine – so, like, what does it actually mean?’

‘It’s a bunch of typically male behaviours that most people consider anti-social. Bullying, aggression, violence, emotional repression, the sexualization of women, getting an erection because your sister is wearing jodhpurs – that kind of thing.’

‘Okay, I get the point – no need to hammer it home.’

‘Where did you hear the phrase anyway?’

‘Yeah, no, Honor told me to look it up.’

Erika ends up laughing in my face.

I’m there, ‘It’s not funny. She’s not talking to me at the moment.’

‘I wouldn’t blame her,’ she goes. ‘You had sex with her teacher.’

‘I’m well aware of what I did, Erika – as is half the country at this stage.’

‘And you lied to her about it. You’ve no idea how much that girl idolized you, Ross.’

‘I want that back. How do I get that back?’

‘I don’t know if you ever will.’

Erika suddenly storts clapping, going, ‘Well done, Ri! Perfect round!’

Yeah, no, we’re in, like, Enniskerry, where she keeps her horses. Rihanna-Brogan is riding Chiaroscuro, Erika’s black-and-white thoroughbred mare, around a sort of, like, horsey obstacle course and we’re leaning over a wooden fence, watching her.

‘Can I do anutter rowunt?’ the girl goes – the accent is pure Ronan.

Erika’s like, ‘Of course you can, my pet. We’ll do this one by the clock,’ and she takes out her iPhone to time her.

‘Is she any good?’ I go.

Erika’s there, ‘She’s an absolute natural on a horse.’

I’m like, ‘Makes sense, I suppose – given that Shadden’s old man is a focking cowboy.’

Erika laughs, in fairness to her.

Then she’s like, ‘Okay, Ri – go!’ and off the girl shoots again.

I’m there, ‘Sorcha’s making me sleep in one of the towers, by the way.’

Erika goes, ‘I can’t believe she didn’t just fock you out on the street. That’s what I would have done. I suppose it suits her to keep you around. Did you talk to her, by the way?’

‘About?’

‘Er, about our beloved father burning the Dáil down?’

‘Yeah, no, I tried to tell her, but she refused to listen.’

Erika stops the clock on her phone, then goes, ‘Whoa! Fifty-eight seconds and no time penalties, Ri! That’s amazing!’

Rihanna-Brogan rides over to us then.

She’s like, ‘Reedy?’

‘Really,’ Erika goes.

‘Ah, tanks, Edika! Howiya, Grandda?’

I’m there, ‘You can just call me Ross, Ri – or Rosser.’

‘Fifty-eight seconds!’ Erika shouts over to Helen – as in, her old dear, who’s, like, mucking out the stables. She tips over to us, pitchfork in hand. I can’t help but notice that she knows how to fill a pair of jodhpurs as well as her daughter.

I think there might be something wrong with me.

She’s like, ‘Well done, Ri,’ because she’s such a nice woman. I don’t know what she ever saw in my old man. ‘How are you, Ross?’

I’m there, ‘Never been better, Helen,’ because I’ve always been a glass half full kind of goy? ‘I’m actually in scintillating form.’

‘Sorcha has him sleeping in one of the towers,’ Erika goes, letting me down in a big-time way. ‘You remember her dad had them built onto the house when she thought she was a princess?’

‘Why are you sleeping in there, Ross?’ Helen goes – she’s a fan of mine, in fairness to her.

I’m there, ‘It’s complicated. Probably shouldn’t talk about it in front of –’

‘He slep wit wood of Hodor’s teachers,’ Rihanna-Brogan goes. ‘I know all abourrit, Rosser. Me ma let me listen to the voice message what got sent arowunt.’

I’m like, ‘That was very nice of Shadden. I must remember to thank her the next time I see her.’

‘And then he slep wit anutter wooban who was a friend of he’s ma’s – her nayum was eeder Dervilla or Deddlema.’

Helen goes, ‘You don’t mean Delma who has the interiors shop in Ranelagh?’ and she says it in a definitely judgy way. ‘I was in Holy Child Killiney with her – and that was neither today nor yesterday!’

‘Well, she obviously likes them young,’ Erika goes, ‘because she’s with JP now. Or was – until JP found out that Ross had been there before him.’

Yeah, no, I’ve tried apologizing to him too, except the dude won’t take my calls.

Ri gallops off on the horse, then totally out of left field, Helen goes, ‘It looks like the referendum is going to be carried.’

I’m like, ‘Riiiggghhht,’ not really knowing what the fock that even means. ‘Carried? Jesus. Carried? That’s a turn-up for the books alright.’

‘It means that Ireland is going to be leaving the European Union,’ Erika goes, seeing straight through my bluff. ‘It means he got his way. It means the fire worked.’

‘According to the news,’ Helen goes, ‘there’s an angry mob surrounding the Belgian embassy in Ballsbridge.’

I’m like, ‘Ballsbridge? Jesus Christ.’

‘They’re threatening to burn the place.’

‘We need to do something,’ Erika goes.

I’m like, ‘In terms of?’

‘We need to tell the world that it was him.’

Helen goes, ‘Erika, what proof do you have?’

I’m there, ‘And don’t say Ronan. I don’t want him dragged into this – not when he’s storting a new life for himself in the States.’

Erika’s there, ‘What about Sorcha?’

‘Like I said, I told her it was the old man who was behind it and she was having none of it.’

‘So we get Sea-mon to tell her the truth.’

‘See-mon?’

‘No, Sea-mon – as in her Special Adviser?’

‘Jesus, that’s what I said.’

‘I still remember all the stuff that Fionn found out about her.’

‘You know, I was looking at her the night of the fire and she looked, I don’t know, traumatized.’

‘I saw that as well.’

‘She was obviously regretting getting into bed with my old man.’

‘She probably didn’t think he’d go that far. She could be a weak link, then – I say we confront her.’

‘Yeah, no, cool.’

Helen goes, ‘You have to stop him – before they burn down that embassy.’

Erika’s there, ‘We have to stop him for the sake of the country. For the sake of democracy. For the sake of … Jesus Christ, Ross, are you checking out my mother’s orse?’

And I’m like, ‘Er, not really, no.’

The old man is full of himself tonight.

‘Ross Kyle Gibson McBride O’Carroll-Kelly!’ he goes in his block-capitals voice. ‘An historic day! One for the ages!’

Yeah, no, like Helen said, it looks like the dude is going to get his way. We’re in the RDS, where the counting of votes has finished and the result of the referendum is about to be declared. I’ve been wandering around looking for Erika, except she hasn’t arrived yet?

The old man goes, ‘I should have known that you – ardent constitutionalist that you are, Ross – would want to be here to witness the moment when Ireland takes back its sovereignty! By the way, Kicker, I received the strangest message from you – a recording, no less!’

I’m there, ‘I know it was you,’ quickly changing the subject. ‘I know it was you who burned down the Dáil – you and your focking Russian mates.’

‘Have you been drinking, Ross? Or is the historical gravity of the occasion making you feel a little heady? Understandable in the circumstances!’

‘I’ll never forgive you for what you did to Ronan.’

‘Ronan?’

‘You let him think he was going to go to jail – and it was just to stop him from going to the States. Well, Hennessy’s probably told you that you failed. Because he’s there right now.’

‘I have literally no idea where any of this is coming from,’ he tries to go, then he storts taking a sudden interest in something that’s happening over my shoulder. ‘Ah, there’s our friend, Varadkar – the great European – trying to slip out of the room before the final tallies are announced! I’m going to go and offer him my commiserations! I’ll try my best not to gloat!’ and off he focks.

I feel an orm suddenly threaded through mine.

‘You look so handsome tonight,’ a voice goes, and my nostrils are suddenly filled with the unmistakable smell of denture fixative and sexual unfulfilment.

I’m there, ‘Do I?’ because I’m a sucker for a compliment, even from my old dear.

‘I was looking at you across the floor of the count centre,’ she goes, ‘thinking, “Who is that man? He’s positively ravishing!” Then I realized that it was my own son!’

I’m there, ‘Yeah, no, don’t make it creepy now – although I’m still accepting what you said. You look well too.’

She doesn’t, by the way. She looks like –

Actually, I’m not going to say what she looks like. It would serve no purpose and I’ve decided to stop being mean about the woman.

‘Thank you,’ she goes, actually buying the line. ‘Well, I have to look my best – now that I’m Ireland’s First Lady. In the glamour stakes, you must remember that I’m now competing against the likes of Brigitte Macron and Sophie Grégoire Trudeau.’

Okay, I’m going to say it. She looks like someone took two hundred kilos of turkey mince, fashioned it into a life-sized model of Mickey Rourke from The Wrestler, then stuffed it into a mini-dress made for someone in their twenties, before letting the crows get at it.

‘So how are you?’ I go – and I genuinely mean it?

She’s there, ‘Oh, I’m feeling very lucid at the moment.’

I remember the days when that used to be a complaint. I’m remembering the time when Molloy’s Liquor Store in Leopardstown refused to sell me a bottle of Stoli on account of me being eight years old and she rang up and demanded to speak to the manager. I think those were her actual words: ‘I’m feeling very lucid at the moment.’

I’m there, ‘Yeah, no, that’s good. Have you mentioned it to him yet?’

‘Mentioned what?’ she has the actual nerve to go.

I’m like, ‘What is it with this family and being in denial? Er, about the fact that your, like, mind is going?’

‘I’ve tried to tell him, Ross, but he just fobs it off. Says we’re bound to forget things at our age. Anyway, I don’t want to upset him. He’s waited a long time for this moment. All those letters he used to write to the Irish Times, calling for Ireland to pull out of the EEC, as it was in those days. You know they used to laugh at him in Doheny & Nesbitt’s?’

‘I can well believe it.’

Suddenly, a woman steps onto the stage and a hush falls over the Simmonscourt Pavilion.

‘The votes in all of the constituencies have now been tallied,’ she goes. ‘And we have a final result. On the proposal to repeal the Third Amendment to the Constitution, the result is Yes 61 per cent, No 38 per cent.’

There’s, like, a humungous cheer in the hall.

‘Ireland,’ the woman – not great, in case you’re wondering – goes, ‘has voted to repeal the Third Amendment to the Constitution.’

And that gets an even bigger cheer?

The old man bustles his way through the crowd – all his mates slapping his back and telling him he’s great – and he makes his way up onto the stage. He takes the microphone in his hand, but it’s a good, like, two minutes before he’s allowed to speak.

‘Let no man –’ he tries to go. ‘Let no man –’ before the crowd finally settles down and he goes, ‘Let no man ever underestimate the courage of the Irish people!’

And that sets them off again. Cheers and roars. The dude ends up having to shout.

He’s there, ‘Because yesterday, they chose to do something truly brave – to walk away from a failed bureaucratic project that, for fifty years, has treated our country as a vassal state! I know a lot of you sitting at home will be worried tonight! Many of the 38 per cent of voters whom we didn’t manage to persuade may see this as the end of the world! But I can assure you that tomorrow morning, the sun will rise – and it will rise on a truly independent Ireland!’

The room goes absolutely ballistic.

The old man waits for the clamour to die down, then he goes, ‘Like our great friends across the water, we have chosen to leave Ursula von der Leyen’s Prison of Nations! We have chosen to free ourselves of the shackles of the 2008 – quote-unquote – bailout, which imposed on Ireland a burden more onerous than anything the world has seen since the Treaty of Versailles!

‘I said at the time that that was our moment to walk away! Just as I’d been saying it for forty years! Ad nauseum! Even the Irish Times stopped publishing my famous letters on the subject! Correspondence on this matter has now closed, indeed! They laughed at me in Doheny & Nesbitt’s! Well, they’re not laughing now!

‘Along with my Government colleagues, I will now begin the process of extricating our country from its unhappy relationship with the European über Staat! It won’t be easy, and they will no doubt go to even greater lengths to try to subvert the will of the Irish people! We saw in their response to the Nice and Lisbon treaties votes what they think of our democracy! We saw in the arson attack on our national porliament this week what they think of our sovereignty!’

Some randomer in the crowd shouts, ‘The Belgian embassy is on fire!’ and I watch as a definite smile crosses the old man’s face.

‘I’m very sorry to hear that,’ he tries to go. ‘And I would appeal to the crowds gathering outside the other embassies and consulates across the city to please show restraint. During the period of negotiations that lie ahead, there will be further attempts to bribe us, to intimidate us and to belittle us into changing our minds! But at the end of it, I can assure you of this – we will be leaving the European Union and embarking on a happier future for our country!’

There ends up being, like, mayhem in the hall then – we’re talking clapping, cheering and whatever else is going. I watch Hennessy and a few of the old man’s wanker mates from Portmornock lift him up onto their shoulders and stort carrying him around the RDS.

Erika suddenly appears beside me.

I’m like, ‘Where the fock have you been?’

She goes, ‘All the roads around Ballsbridge are closed. The Belgian embassy is on fire.’

‘Yeah, no – so I heard. Any sign of See-mon?’

‘You mean Sea-mon? She’s over here.’

I follow Erika over to the far side of the hall, where Sorcha is being interviewed by Gavan Reilly off Virgin Media News. The famous Simone – however you pronounce her name – is standing just over her left shoulder.

Sorcha is going, ‘Well, of course I condemn the orson attack on the Belgian embassy. There is no place in our democracy for acts of vigilantism like this, be it on Elgin Road or anywhere else.’

I can see that Simone is sweating.

Gavan’s there, ‘I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but in the last few minutes, Raoul Trappaniers – Belgium’s Minister for European Affairs and Federal Cultural Institutions – has accused the Taoiseach of burning the Oireachtas himself to drum up anti-EU feeling on the eve of the referendum. How do you respond to that?’

‘By reminding all elected representatives that we have a responsibility to think very carefully about the weight of our words,’ Sorcha goes, ‘especially at a time of heightened tensions like this.’

‘Does that include the Taoiseach? Do you believe his claim that this was – in his words – an act of terror by the European Union?’

Simone notices me and Erika staring at her. She suddenly doesn’t know where to look?

‘I’m saying let’s wait until the investigators have completed their work,’ Sorcha goes, ‘and we know more about the cause of the fire. In the meantime –’

Gavan’s like, ‘Minister, do you believe that the EU was responsible for burning down our national –’

But Sorcha’s there, ‘In the meantime – as Ireland’s Climate Action Minister – I want to get on with the job of helping Ireland to achieve corbon neutrality, not in the medium term, in accordance with the EU’s very limited torgets, but in the short term.’

‘So you’re pushing ahead with the plan to castrate all of Ireland’s male sheep and cows?’

‘If you’re asking me if I’m pushing ahead with my radical programme to eradicate ruminant animals from our national herd, the answer is that work will begin in the coming days.’

The interview ends. Sorcha goes off to do a second interview with RTÉ, while Erika gives Simone the I-want-a-focking-word-with-you eyes – which I’ve always found quite sexy, although that could be just a personal thing.

We pull her to one side.

She goes, ‘What’s this about? The Minister needs me –’

‘We know who you’re working for,’ Erika goes. ‘Who you’re really working for.’

‘I don’t have time for this,’ she tries to go.

But Erika’s there, ‘My dad hired you. My dad and Hennessy. You were port of their plan. Although they didn’t tell you the bit about burning down the Dáil, did they?’

Honest to fock, you can actually see the colour suddenly drain from the girl’s face.

I’m there, ‘We know everything about you,’ because – yeah, no – Fionn spent a whole evening Googling the girl and going through her social media accounts.

Erika does that thing that you see in action movies, where one character storts speaking another character’s CV to them. She goes, ‘You studied Marine Biology in Trinity College – graduated first in your class. You did a Master’s in Environmental and Natural Resources Law. Your research thesis was on the likely environmental benefits that would come from the extinction of cows and sheep.’

I’m thinking, I must rewatch all the Jason Bourne movies.

Simone’s like, ‘So?’

‘But somewhere along the way – maybe in the Smurfit Business School – you were radicalized,’ Erika goes. ‘You got involved in the Shell to Sea protest and you were arrested, what was it, sixteen times? Then you hooked up with Extinction Rebellion. You took port in sit-in protests against fast fashion and you are banned under a High Court order from ever setting foot in Penneys again. A year later, you were convicted of a public order offence after attempting to disrupt a livestock sale in County Kildare. In the course of defending yourself, you attempted to read out your manifesto – which was essentially your Master’s thesis. How am I doing?’

Simone goes, ‘Sorcha knows all of that stuff about me. It’s all in the public domain.’

‘What’s not in the public domain,’ Erika goes, ‘is what happened next. Because the girl who described herself in her Instagram bio as an Eco Terrorist suddenly went respectable.’

‘Except she didn’t stort dressing respectable,’ I make sure to go, because she’s wearing – I shit you not – a canary yellow, chunky sweater, black leggings and then Converse runner boots, odd ones, we’re talking one red and one black. She has some focking nerve preaching to anyone about fashion – fast or otherwise.

‘Let me guess what happened,’ Erika goes. ‘After you appeared in court, you got a call, probably from Hennessy Coghlan-O’Hara, who wanted to read your manifesto. Then he introduced you to the Taoiseach, who told you that he was interested in getting rid of sheep and cows too. Not only cows and sheep, but all agricultural activity. Which is something you agreed with. He told you to write a letter to Sorcha, as a fellow concerned environmentalist, suggesting what her policy priorities should be as Minister for Climate Action. He knew she was looking for a Special Adviser – and she was impressed by you.’

I’m there, ‘She was actually in awe of her. Still is, by the way – as in, she won’t hear a word said against her.’

‘You gave her the idea of an outright ban on cows and sheep – and you reported everything back to the Taoiseach, through Hennessy. And you were more than happy to treat Sorcha as a useful idiot – until they torched the Dáil.’

Something random happens then. I notice Simone’s eyes suddenly fill with tears.

Erika goes, ‘Ross and I could both see it that night. You weren’t expecting that. It was a step further than even you would have gone. I mean, this wasn’t opening a paddock to free a herd of cattle at a livestock sale. This wasn’t handcuffing yourself to a rail of tie-dye t-shirts in Penneys, O’Connell Street. This was burning down porliament. I mean, that’s like treason, isn’t it?’

Simone suddenly bursts into tears.

‘I didn’t know they were going to do it,’ she tries to go. ‘I swear.’

I’m there, ‘Well, you can tell that to the Feds – right, Erika?’

‘You have to believe me,’ Simone goes – and she’s seriously sobbing now. ‘I had nothing to do with it.’

Erika’s like, ‘Here’s what you’re going to do, Sea-mon. You’re going to tell Sorcha the truth.’

She’s there, ‘I can’t.’

Erika goes, ‘They’re burning embassies out there, Sea-mon. You’re going to tell Sorcha what they’ve been doing. And Sorcha is going to tell the world.’

‘Okay,’ she goes. ‘Just give me a few days, will you?’

I’m like, ‘A few days? Why do you need a few days?’

She goes, ‘Because I’m going to need to make arrangements to get out of the country. I have a friend in Sweden. I can stay with him.’

I’m there, ‘Why do you need to get out of the country?’

‘Jesus Christ,’ she goes, ‘if they’d burn down Leinster House, do you think they’d think twice about getting rid of me?’

I suddenly feel a chill go down my spine. Erika must feel the same thing because we end up exchanging a look, as if to say – yeah, no, that’s our old man she’s talking about.

I haven’t seen Fionn look this excited since Ciara Casaubon with the glasses and the hairy neck wart took his virginity on the night of his twenty-fourth birthday. I say it to him as well – as I’m pouring the boys their cereal.

I’m there, ‘I haven’t seen you this excited since, well, the mid-2000s.’

He goes, ‘I feel like I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life.’

It was the same with Ciara Casaubon. He must have thought he was going to die without getting his V cord stamped.

I’m there, ‘Fair – like I said – focks, Dude.’

Yeah, no, Castlerock reopens today with Fionn as Principal, and you can see that the dude is buzzing as he feeds little Hillary his mashed-up banana or whatever shit it is that he has the kid eating.

He goes, ‘I want to bring in so many changes to the way the school is run. For instance, I’m going to set aside twenty per cent of places for non-fee-paying students from disadvantaged communities.’

I’m like, ‘Jesus Christ!’

‘What?’

‘Twenty per cent? That sounds like a lot.’

‘It is a lot. You know how serious I am about the idea of education for all.’

‘And when you say disadvantaged communities, how disadvantaged are we talking? Do you mean, like, Cornelscourt and the likes?’

‘No, I’m talking about real disadvantage, Ross.’

‘Jesus, you’re a better man than me, Dude. I think you could be letting yourself in for serious trouble. Leo, eat your focking Coco Pops, will you?’

Fionn goes, ‘You didn’t hear the news this morning, did you?’

I’m there, ‘Dude, I never listen to the news. I make a point of it.’

‘It’s just they’ve discovered that the fire that destroyed the Oireachtas was storted deliberately.’

‘I know that. I know who focking storted it.’

‘Your old man is calling it an act of war. Jesus, Ross, how can Sorcha work for a man like that? No offence.’

‘Don’t worry, Dude, she’s about to see the light. Me and Erika had a word with See-mon.’

‘You mean Sea-mon?’

‘I’m going to have to get my focking ears syringed, because it sounds like you’re saying exactly the same thing as me.’

‘So, what happened?’

‘She admitted everything. She’s going to tell Sorcha what the old man and Hennessy have been up to.’

‘Well, they got their own way, didn’t they? It looks like we’re leaving the European Union. Which is going to be a disaster for this country, by the way.’

I’ll have to take his word for it. For me, the EU was a bit like Heineken 0.0, in that I never saw the point of it in the first place.

My phone beeps. Muireann O’Connell has texted me to say that she got the most random voice message from me the other day – which she’s just listened to? – and she’s wondering how things were left with Delma and could I get her a discount on the Lincoln green lamp with the peacock-print shade in the window of her shop in Ranelagh.

The focking nerve of the girl. I reply and tell her I’ll ask, though, because I’ve got a bit of a thing for her.

Fionn goes, ‘Still, what can we do except teach the next generation to do better? Which is what I’m hoping to do. I just hope the Board of Management like my ideas.’

I’m like, ‘Disadvantaged kids, though? Good luck with that.’

‘It’s not just disadvantaged kids. I also want to reduce the focus on preparing students for careers in Business and Law and offer more encouragement to those who are interested in the orts.’

I’m there, ‘I don’t hear much talk about rugby coming from your mouth, Dude. Are you going to enter a team into the Leinster Schools Senior Cup this year? It’s a yes or no question.’

He smiles at me and pushes his glasses up on his nose with his finger.

He’s there, ‘Yes, I’m entering a team, Ross.’

I end up punching the air.

I’m like, ‘Focking yes! And presumably you’ll be wanting me to coach them?’

He’s like, ‘Er …’ and I straight away pick up on, let’s just say, a vibe?

I’m there, ‘Dude, what the fock?’

He goes, ‘I was thinking of maybe coaching them myself.’

I’m like, ‘You?’

‘Er, yeah.’

‘And not me?’

‘Well, no.’

‘Even though I led Pres Bray to their first Leinster Schools Senior Cup win in nearly a hundred years? With you as my Assistant Coach, can I just remind you?’

‘That’s the thing, Ross, I got a real appetite for coaching from that time. Hey, I could use a good assistant.’

‘Yeah, you’re focking dreaming if you think I’m going to work under you.’

‘Suit yourself. To be honest, I thought you’d be setting your sights higher anyway.’

‘In terms of?’

‘I’m just saying, you know, another Schools Cup team would be a sideways move, wouldn’t it?’

‘Well, in case you haven’t noticed, Fionn, Leo Cullen isn’t exactly knocking my focking door down.’

Honor walks into the kitchen then and storts fixing her breakfast.

Fionn goes, ‘Well, what about the Ireland job? You know it’s vacant at the moment?’

I end up nearly having a prolapse on the spot.

I’m like, ‘What the fock? Has Joe Schmidt gone?’

He actually laughs.

‘No,’ he goes – and this is, like, word for word – ‘I’m talking about the Ireland women’s team.’

I’m there, ‘The women’s team?’

‘Yeah,’ he goes, ‘they haven’t been doing well the last two or three years. They could use someone with your knowledge and experience. Plus, it’d be a step up for you, Ross.’

I’m like, ‘Yeah, I hordly focking think so. Dude, I actually laugh when I see them trying to play rugby. As a matter of fact, I sometimes watch clips of them on YouTube and I put the Benny Hill theme tune on at the same time.’

Suddenly, I notice that Honor is just, like, glowering at me. She’s like, ‘I played rugby – remember?’

‘And you were very good at it,’ I try to go. ‘As a matter of fact, you were every bit as good as the boys.’

‘Yeah, you’re a focking misogynist orsehole. Iss ihre Coco Pops, boys. Machen sie ihren für die Schule fertig.’ Then she focks off upstairs.

Fionn shrugs his shoulders at me, picks up Hillary and says he’s going to his sister’s. Yeah, no, the famous Eleanor – been there more than once – is going to be minding him while Fionn is at work.

On his way out the door, he goes, ‘You know, maybe you should apply for the job, Ross. It might teach you humility. It might even be a way of winning back your daughter’s respect.’

And I’m like, ‘What, by teaching women how to play rugby? Yeah, not a focking chance.’

I get a text message from – yeah, no – Oisinn, telling me that we’re all meeting up in The Bridge 1859 tonight. He says he’s not taking no for an answer because him and Magnus have news. I text him back to tell him I’ll see him there, and he reminds me not to go to Kielys by accident.

I tip down the windy staircase, then I push the door into the study and I end up getting the fright of my actual life. Because Sorcha’s old man is sitting there with his feet up on the desk and a big smile on his face.

He’s like, ‘How are you finding your new … accommodation?’

‘The fock are you doing in my house?’ I go.

Except he just ignores the question.

He goes, ‘I put a gun to your head in this room – do you remember that?’

I’m there, ‘It’s not the kind of thing you forget in a hurry.’

‘You did a shit – in your trousers.’

‘That’s because I thought you were going to pull the trigger.’

‘Oh, there have been many, many times when I wish I did. What was that, fourteen, fifteen years ago? I’d be getting out of prison soon. Sorcha’s mother always told me not to worry, that our daughter would one day see sense. And I’m happy that it’s finally happened. I listened to your voice message.’

‘It wasn’t a voice message. It was a private conversation that got leaked.’

‘Disgusting behaviour – but then, no worse than what we’ve come to expect of you.’

‘There’s worse than me out there. Ask your daughter about Josh Peasley.’

‘What?’

‘He played loosehead for King’s Hos. Ask her specifically about what he used to do to his wife’s shoes.’

‘I didn’t come here to listen to your wittering.’

‘So why did you come – presumably, to gloat?’

‘Yes, I did. Childish of me, isn’t it? Naturally, my wife begged me not to, but I reminded her that I’ve waited a long time for this. I said, “I shall have my moment!”’

‘Well, I hope it was worth the journey out here – now fock off.’

‘It’s a rather perverse twist to the fairytale, isn’t it? That the tower in which Sorcha sat waiting for her prince to come should end up being the prison to which she banished him!’

‘Well, just to let you know, I’m hoping to worm my way back in there. I’ve done it in the past.’

‘Not this time, I’m delighted to say. She told her mother that whatever she once felt for you … is gone.’

‘She’s said that before.’

‘Oh, this time she means it. She’s getting on with her life. She has the political career that she always wanted.’

‘Doing my old man’s dirty work. Is that genuinely the future you wanted for her?’

‘She’s making her mork on the world – doing her bit to save the planet.’

‘If you think her working for my old man is a good thing, then you’re no kind of father.’

He laughs – except he does it in, like, a sneering way?

He’s there, ‘I did a darned sight better
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