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To Dave and Sharon


I
am of Ireland,
And the Holy Land of Ireland

â€”William Butler Yeats


A LITTLE NIGHT MUSIC

“M
ick. Rose just called. You better go get 'im.”

It was Tom Brannigan, the night sergeant. Michael Peter Ignatius O'Day, known to everyone in Paradise Beach as Mick, was checking the last empty house on Leeds Point. A northeast wind was coming off the ocean, carrying icy rain and spray with it. He could see the combers lifting their white manes in the darkness. It was cold enough outside to freeze your hand to the metal skin of the police car, if you were dumb enough to touch it for more than twenty seconds.

Was Brannigan okay? Did he have the tape off? All radio communications of the Paradise Beach Police Department were recorded. It was one of many ways that Chief William P. (for Patrick) O'Toole guaranteed that nobody was on the take from some Mafia slime or one of their casino front men in Atlantic City. Being Irish, O'Toole understood that there were times when the
equipment should be turned off, and he made sure it contained the appropriate switches.

Mick decided Tom Brannigan was still okay, in spite of having a wife who had joined some sort of charismatic Catholic group who thought you could talk directly to Jesus. She had been going nuts ever since their oldest son, Jack, got it in the Granada show.

“Where is he?”

“At Rose's place,” Brannigan said. Even with the tape off, he was taking no chances. Three or four retired bozos listened to the police radio on shortwave sets.

“I just checked Leeds. Everything's like a cemetery as usual.”

“No sign of the devil?”

“He moved to Atlantic City ten years ago.”

According to a local legend, a devil lived on Leeds Point, a leftover from Revolutionary War days, when deserters from both armies caroused there, screwing whatever the tide washed up. One of the whores had supposedly given birth to a creature with horns and cloven feet.

“I'll have Yummy cover for you.”

Yummy O'Keefe was curled up in the back of his squad car behind the regional high school. Only guys like Mick, with trouble on their records, guys who owed something for their jobs, got the beachfront patrol in the winter. Mick could practically hear Yummy cursing.

It was 3 A.M. He would be in Atlantic City in fifty minutes, if the Garden State Parkway was not iced up. He drove slowly through Paradise Beach, a habit inflicted by the summer months, when you never knew whether a drunk or several drunks would come roaring through an intersection. At Maryland Avenue and the Parkway, he slowed almost to a stop before a big, two-storied house with an open porch in front and a glassed-in sunporch on the side. It had prestige written all over it, even if it was not one of the huge piles sitting out on the dunes south of town.

Although the house sat in shadow, beyond the glow of
the corner streetlight, Mick could see it as vividly as if it were high noon. He had grown up here. He remembered when its bright green color had been a defiant announcement to the WASP natives and their mostly WASP summer visitors that the Irish had arrived to stay.

For a moment Mick's head was filled with music. He was remembering the family parties on the Fourth of July and Labor Day. Inevitably they ended with everyone grouped around the piano, singing Irish songs: “Danny Boy,” “The Rose of Tralee,” “I Met Her in the Garden.” The parties always ended with his grandfather “Sunny Dan” Monahan singing his favorite in a rich baritone.

Oh the days of the Kerry Dancers!
Oh the ring of the piper's tune!
Oh for one of those hours of gladness
Gone! Alas, like our youth, too soon.

Oh to think of it!

Oh to dream of it!

Fills my heart with tears â€¦


Now more than youth was gone. The house's insolent green had bleached and faded and peeled in the heartless summer sun and cruel winter wind. It had been five years since the house had been painted, five years since there was any reason to rejoice in being Irish in Paradise Beach.

Mick sat there remembering what had happened five years ago. It was the reason why he was going to Atlantic City. Five years ago, two cars full of U.S. Treasury agents had pulled up in front of the house. Mick had answered the door. He had been working nights as usual and he had just gotten up. It was about three o'clock on a hot afternoon in May.

The lead guy looked like he had seen too many reruns of the Eliot Ness TV show. He did not smile. He did not introduce himself. He just said, “Is this the house of Daniel Brendan Monahan?”

“He's not home,” Mick said.

“We've got a federal warrant,” the lead said. “We're going to search the place.”

“Let me see it,” Mick said.

The guy produced the warrant. It looked legal all right. What the hell were they looking for? “You guys wait here while I talk to my uncle. He's the chief of police,” Mick said.

“Look, pal,” the lead said, “we're in a hurry. We want to be back in Newark by five o'clock to catch a plane to Washington. We don't care what your uncle says. This thing is signed by the U.S. attorney for New Jersey. You try to stop us and you'll go to Newark with usâ€”in handcuffs.”

“Gee, I'm real scared,” Mick said. “Wait here anyway.”

He slammed the door in their faces and called William O'Toole at police headquarters. When Mick described the visitors and their warrant, Uncle Bill almost gave birth over the wire. “Is your grandfather there?” he said.

“He's at the Shamrock playin' poker. Mom's at school teachin' the remedials.”

“Keep those guys out. I don't care how you do it. Keep them out until I get hold of Dan. We'll be there in five minutes.”

Mick came back and put the inside chain on the door. He opened it a crack and said, “My uncle and my grandfather' ll be here in five minutes.”

“Open this door, wise guy,” the lead said.

“Five minutes,” Mick said. “Set your watches. Guaranteed.”

Mick stepped back about ten feet. Two of them hit the front door and tore it off the hinges. They landed on their knees in the hall. Mick kicked the first guy in the teeth and the second one in the belly. The other guys swarmed him. He got off one good punch before they had him on his back. They kicked him and rabbit-punched him a few times to get even for the two door crashers, who were moaning low in the corner of the front hall. They dragged him into the parlor and handcuffed him to a chair.

“Find the cellar door,” the lead said.

“Probably in the kitchen,” someone else said.

Mick noticed two of them were carrying shovels.

In about five minutes the grandfather's clock in the hall bonged 3 P.M. All 250 pounds of Bill O'Toole charged into the front hall in his gold-braided chief's uniform. After him labored Mick's tall, beak-nosed grandfather, Sunny Dan Monahan, gasping and wheezing on his cane, his pale old man's mouth working spasmodically. The two door crashers were on their feet now, discussing what they would do to Mick when they got him to Newark.

“What the hell's going on?” Bill O'Toole shouted.

The door crashers just looked contemptuously at him. Even under ordinary circumstances, federal cops found it hard to talk to small-town cops.
“What the hell's going on?”
Bill shouted again.

“Yeah,” Sunny Dan Monahan said in his old man's croak. “What the hell is goin' on?”

The lead appeared from the kitchen carrying two canvas bags. Dirt dribbled off them onto the floor. He had a pleased smile on his television face. “What the hell you doin' with that?” Dan Monahan said.

“I'm taking these bonds to the U.S. attorney's office in Newark,” the lead said.

“Those bonds belong to me!” Dan said.

“I doubt that very much,” Eliot Ness Jr. said.

Bill O'Toole and Dan Monahan stood there while agent after agent paraded past them with bags of bonds, dribbling more and more dirt on the parquet floor of the front hall. They each made two trips. They must have taken out at least fifty of the things. Dan Monahan stood there quavering about “my property.” Toward the end he started calling them thieves. “I earned that money! I put in ten thousand days and nights earning that money.”

Through it all Bill O'Toole said nothing. But halfway through the parade, he started to crumble. His huge chest sank first, then his marine spine sagged, then his linebacker's shoulders slumped. By the time the last bag man
left, he was looking more like a stuffed dummy than a commander of men.

Eliot Ness Jr., returned and said he was going to give them a break. He would not take Mick back to Newark. That might save them some attorney's fees. He took the cuffs off Mick and left without another word. Mick sat there, rubbing his wrists. Outside the feds started their motors and pulled away.

“Oh my God, Bill,” Sunny Dan Monahan said. “Who could have done it? Who ratted?”

“I don't know,” Bill O'Toole said. “But if I ever find out, he's a dead man.”

That was how the Monahans, the O'Tooles, the O'Days, and the rest of the clan became $5 million poorer in a single afternoon. That was why Bill O'Toole was playing craps in Atlantic City. It was not the only reason why sadness seeped into Mick's soul like the winter chill, in spite of the full blast of the heater in the car. But it was one reason.
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