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The Australian
By Thomas Kennedy
Someone knocks on the door of the snug where we are sat in Mulligans pub. The Parish Priest reflexively releases the catch on the door, not bothering to look to ascertain who is there.
We are almost finished, being well into the second round of three. It is too early for serious drinking, rather the perfect moment for a bit of relaxing, animated conversation, to mark the arrival of the weekend.
She comes in and smiles a wind blown smile. In the ensuing silence, she proceeds to remove coat, scarf and gloves, standing just inside the door while we look on in benign indulgence at the interruption. Her perfume is subtle but pervasive, and the hair begins to stand on the backs of our necks. She puts her outdoor things on the ancient coat hanger in the corner.
Then she bobs up to the bar. Tall, beautiful in a dark conservative knee length Gucci two piece suit, carrying a petite Versachi purse and wearing a white blouse so clean fresh and pressed it looks off the shelf. The bobbing confines itself mainly to the blouse area; the rest of her is reminiscent of snakes in molasses or poetry in motion.
Conversation knows its place, and we just absorb the vision. As a passing thought, I recall having heard a screech of brakes a few moments ago and surmise that she must have been walking along the pavement towards the pub.
Her face is friendly. Eyes of deep yet pale blue, the sort you might fall into, with long eyelashes and a perfect nose over a mouth to die for.
The Barman watches open mouthed as she breasts up to the bar. Had she not been tall, she would have been forced to a halt about a foot away. Our faces relax and we assume open welcoming expressions as the wonder of her inculcates into our consciousness.
With alacrity seldom seen and not evidenced by his corpulence, the Parish Priest leaps from his stool and offers it to the lady, taking care as he does so, to move his pint so that he would continue to have unrestricted access to same, without crowding out the lady.
“Thank you,” her eyes say and she gives a half smile so warm that even the Sergeant is smitten.
“Glass of Guinness,” she calls and, adjusting the rich cloth of her skirt so it reaches almost to her knees, she perches elegantly on the bar stool.
I try to place her accent; not Irish anyway.
But we are still in a trance, amazed that she has come out of the wide world and clearly intends to dwell amongst us for at least the time it takes to consume a glass of Guinness.
In the amber half-light of the snug with its dark brown woods, her white blouse has a virgin clarity that strongly contrasts with her dark suit. We are stunned by the elegance with which she opens the buttons of the jacket to allow a less strained stance on the barstool.
We pull ourselves together, embarrassed that as mature men of the world we are staring like schoolboys who have seen their first goal scored in the Premier League. We attempt to resume conversation as if nothing has happened, but events reduce us again to silence.
She decides to remove her jacket and place it carefully behind her on a nearby barstool. As she completes this manoeuvre, her bra is tested to the limit of its design capabilities and the white silk of the straps are visible against the blouse as they strain to restrain.
When she is all set, the barman places the glass of Guinness and she proffers coins, each taken in turn after a brief rummage in her purse. We silently marvel at her delicate eye hand coordination, the beautiful symmetry of her eyes and smile, as she pays and gets her change.
“Cheers, mates,” she offers with an Australian intonation. This is not sufficient to break the spell, merely adding to the mystique of her being.
“Slawn,” we chorus, good-natured, using the Irish toast for “health” following up with an appropriate sip of the dark nectars in our possession.
It is not a day for surprises. February, the bringer of spring, is frequently the coldest month in Ireland. This year on this day, an east wind is taking the trip from bleakest Siberia and cutting up along the streets of Ireland’s capital city with an edge like a knife. Those who had ventured out in optimism only to find that their garments were not equal to the unaccustomed cold, were moving along holding collars up and wishing they had warm gloves.
It was one of those quiet indoor days. A day where you have things to get done, but you are too lethargic to get stuck in. The jobs are not interesting or urgent enough to energize you. It’s Friday and the weekend looms with its mix of emptiness and promise of adventure.
And weather is a little too wintry, clouds scudding across a grey sky in the east wind. Perhaps you are weary after the long week and you can’t get started. A day when you sit at your work trying to look busy and your mind is everywhere else.
You slip away in the hope of finding like-minded souls with whom to discuss your state of mind and the affairs of the nation.
And there is sanctuary, a place with a Barman of skill who serves up perfect pints of Guinness. The wind can whistle outside and yet outdoor coats are discarded on the corner coat hanger. The time-honoured intimacy of the surroundings invites and offers cosy warmth.
Somehow, we are surprised to find each other in this place at the same time, surrounded by bittersweet pints of Guinness.
This is the fourth Friday this month we have met without pre-arrangement, and although it seems beyond coincidence, no one in the select company present has remarked upon the phenomena.
However, the unexpected arrival of the angel with the Australian accent has disrupted our normal camaraderie.
“Hard day,” the Barman remarks in attempt to put her at her ease. But he has no need to worry. She is perfectly at home in the company of men, and we sense she could, if she wished, read each of us like a book.
The Parish Priest, still human after all these years, knows about occasions of sin and sins of the mind, sins of bad intention. He finishes his pint in a decisive gulp and excuses himself to go about the business of the Parish.
“I would like a word with you Sergeant?” she inquires gently. “If you can spare a moment?”
The Barman and myself can scarcely hide our astonishment that the Sergeant would know one such as this.
“Me?” the Sergeant, dressed as he is in plain clothes, is equally astonished.
“My name is Tracy. My friend Mr. O’Keefe said I should find you here, should you not be at the police station,” she states, apologetic but friendly. “He described a tall well made man of a certain age, and I just assume it must be you.”
“O’Keefe the Builder?” he enquires, taken aback by developments.
“Presently the European Member of Parliament for this Constituency,” the Barman reminds us.
“I didn’t know he was a builder,” she smiles deferentially. “But yes, he is the European Member of Parliament and, may I remind you, recently appointed as a European Commissioner.”
“And he referred you to me?” the Sergeant’s astonishment is turning to amazement.
“He said I might approach you…on a private matter.” She pauses and, embarrassed to ask, asks none the less, “Is it all right to speak here, or should we go somewhere private?”
The Sergeant reaches in desperation for his pint. In an instant he balances the chances of his wife hearing he met in private the most beautiful woman any of us have ever seen against his courage, which might fail him in such a situation. He decides not to handle the situation alone, preferring the supportive presence of other men of his world.
“No problem,” he reassures, “My associates here,” as he speaks he nods to the Barman and myself, “Are the soul of discretion, and I regard their views highly. If, as it seems, you wish to pursue a private matter outside police jurisdiction, then feel free to speak.”
“The Builder as you calls him...” She stops, smiles, sips her drink, and smiles. We are silent and waiting. She knows we are silent and waiting. She expects no less, confident in her erotic power and the pleasantness of her personality. “You know, that is really a good name for so solid a man.”
We nod, accepting her approval, waiting for the punch line. She looks the Sergeant in the eye and we sense he is drowning. “The Builder said you might be able to help with an investigation?”
“He did?”
“I don’t know where to turn.”
Her tone is worried and distressed. Her eyes are wide and appealing, and she still smiles.
Attempting bravado at her mention of “Investigation Work,” the Sergeant assumes the attitude of the hard-nosed detective. He has always particularly liked Robert Mitchum in Marlowe movies.
Being by nature a man of detail, and knowing that it’s important to know whom you are talking to, he goes to the point.
“Tracy, what is your surname?”
“Smith, Tracy Smith.” Still that soft eyed smile.
“Have you any ID?” the Sergeant asks, returning a smile but not wishing to be taken in by a name such as Smith, which although not a common name in Ireland, has featured in a number of detective novels that have taken his attention.
This surprises her for a moment, and then she digs a plastic card from her bag. On it is a picture of the head of Tracy, alongside her name, signature and the company “Cinema Compounds.” It is she all right. She is a Smith after all.
“Now, what’s the problem? Sometimes when a lady is in trouble she is better to see the doctor,” the Sergeant quips and immediately feels foolish as she raises an eyebrow.
“It’s not that sort of trouble,” she replies, a little testy. “I think someone is stalking me.”
“Now that’s what I’d call trouble,” he replies, still playing hardnosed detective but trying to keep it light.
I don’t know whether to cheer up or not. This sounds more interesting than the run of the mill.
“It might be dangerous,” she adds.
“Danger I don’t mind, but it needs to be approached cautiously. Pain can be so unpleasant,” the Sergeant quips.
However, he is in too deep now, her blue eyes holding him softly in their thrall. And she takes his quip on board, reflecting an embracing presence and a warm dependency.
“You had better start at the beginning,” the Sergeant snaps, knowing that Marlowe would approve of such a demeanour, “But I assume you do not wish to make it official business?”
“Mr. O’Keefe suggested you might assist in a low key way as a favour to himself?”
She looks hurt; a shadow crosses her face. The Sergeant understands that she really is distressed and his Marlowe-like approach is not helping. Like a man falling into an abyss, he reaches out and pats her hand, and he is lost in the warmth of her grateful smile.
“Mr. O’Keefe is well known locally as the Builder” he remarks. “And, as it happens, is an old friend of mine.”
“And now an important man in Europe,” she is quick to insert.
The Sergeant makes a face. Clearly, his local friendship with the Builder weighs far more heavily in this affair than any importance of office.
“He, the Builder, he said he would be in Dublin in the near future and would come and talk to you.”
“I assume you are a close friend of his?” the Sergeant enquires by way of being sure to be sure.
“One of his intimate circle,” she explains, “A very close friend, as he will in time confirm.”
I can take no more. Although normally interested in subjects such as investigations on behalf of very beautiful women, today is Friday.
“Must get home for my tea,” I remark by way of taking my leave.
As I go, I signal the barman to bring another round putting the price on the bar for a quick return of change. It was due to be my round and the Sergeant knows I don’t want to appear a jibber.
The beautiful young woman rewards me with a smile but refuses a further glass.
I nod my farewells and, donning overcoat and hat, I venture out into the cold on route to our kitchen expecting to be warmed by the presence of my wife and a tea of rashers, eggs and chips.
I would not venture out further this day, and would embrace family, fireside and television and banish the outside weather
***
It was some days later, same time, same place.
Something about the face, expressionless smile lines, crinkled deep set eyes, concerned evaluative watchfulness, outdoor not ruddy, bland and pleasant, almost warm, it all added up to politician.
“How’s she cutting?” the Builder says in friendly greeting as he comes into the snug, shakes my hand and that of the Barman, wreathed in smiles as he does so.
He has an instant impact, almost scary, as he shakes your hand, even pressured and for that instant you are the full focus of his eyes, expression and interest, and then he is on to the next handshake. You are left with a moment of feeling of contact with the great man. You might even vote for him next time.
“Good to see yeh back amongst yer constituents,” I say by way of welcome.
He smiles, warmer, less professional now, and removes his jacket, putting it over a spare stool. I notice he has finally mastered the knack of keeping his shirt inside his pants, not as was the case when he really was a builder when his shirt, under pressure from his beer belly, invariable would rise out of his trousers and hang down, visible below the end of his suit jacket.
“Nice shirt,” I remark.
“Paris,” he says and settles himself on a stool.
The Barman has remembered his favourite drink. He has the glass and is heading for a Paddy whiskey when the Builder calls, “Jameson ten.” Clearly he has gone up-market. The Barman, without breaking his flow, unscrews the bottle and pours a measure, and then having laid the glass in front of the Builder, comes up with a water jug trademarked Jameson.
“New tipple?” the Barman remarks as he takes payment.
“Deeper texture,” the Builder replies, as he adds a dash of water to his Jameson.
“Expensive?” I ask.
“Jameson?”
“No, Paris. Paris shirts to be precise.”
“Yeh don’t want to know.”
I nod, accepting they are most likely expensive beyond common sense.
“But I tell yeh,” the Builder waxes in praise, “There’s more material. They don’t come out of me trousers anymore.”
“Fair do's,” I say, “Made to measure?”
“And the rest.”
By the rest, I assume he means the suit, a slate blue colour, reeking of quality. Clearly, the Builder has fallen on good times.
“Travels well?” I suggest, referring to the suit.
He laughs, “Brussels is yer only man.”
“Brussels sprouts? Prefer the cabbage myself.”
“Ah stop, Brussels the city. Home of the European Parliament.”
“Of which yer a proud member.”
“Fully expense paid,” he adds, loosening his tie and grinning like a Cheshire cat.
The expense allowances for Members of the European parliament are legendary, but I don’t go there.
“Financials all in good order, I take it?”
The Builder takes a satisfied breath. “You never said a truer word Teacher. The kids are growing up and leaving home at last. Expense wise they don’t get cheaper, but I don’t have to pay them allowances any more. And the Euro salary is very good by Irish standards.”
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