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Introduction







A DAY IN THE LIFE OF …





‘All I’ve ever wanted to do is tell stories about people who go unnoticed through life.’





In Germany, Scenes from the Big Picture is known as A Day in the Life of Frank Coin. It’s a wonderful title, not only for the way in which the prosaic limitations of literal translation are elegantly evaded, but because its eponymous elevation of the play’s smallest character encapsulates the very essence of McCafferty’s work: it portrays the ‘insignificant’ roles and relations of ordinary, everyday people.


The dramatis personae of this collection are not politicians or paramilitaries or powerful figures. They have little agency or authority. They are subject to historical forces, not shapers of them. Drawn from the margins of society, from the lowly ranks of those who leave no mark and make little noise, their lives and stories are placed centre stage where, in performance, they possess a moving presence and power.


This collection chronicles the evolution of McCafferty’s craft: from the one-man monologue of The Waiting List (1994) to the Altmanesque complexity of Scenes (2003). It also records his continuing experimentation with the rough vernacular of Belfast speech – its rhythms, idioms, syntax and slang – shaping its spiky sounds into something altogether more lyrical. Of course, Irish dramatists have long held previous form in this field, although the voice of the characters here couldn’t be more different from the mellifluous Synge-song of John Millington’s wild West, or the speechifying denizens of Sean O’Casey’s Dublin slums, for it’s from the quotidian inarticulacies of working-class speech that McCafferty quarries the incipient poetry and musicality of his dialogue.


And yet, in spite of the playwright’s fascination with language and storytelling, many of these plays, paradoxically, are concerned with the lack of meaningful communication between people; the inability – mainly of men – to express their feelings to friends and family:




Iggy a’ve been doin all the talkin it’s yer turn now


Joe a don’t like talkin





When they do talk, apropos the bickering tilers of Shoot the Crow, their badinage comically leads to confusion or confrontation. Even if they do try to communicate their deeper feelings, as when Socrates struggles to express his inner turmoil, his embarrassed workmate, Ding-Ding, struggles equally hard not to hear him, while Petesy later harangues Socrates for his ‘snivellin poncy cryin’ as it violates ‘the first rule’ among working men. Such issues around men’s identities, anxieties and inability to express themselves, which ultimately unravel their lives and relationships, are marbled throughout McCafferty’s work.


Language and masculinity are not the only themes that can be mined from this collection: class, alcoholism, loneliness and the loss of innocence form equally rich seams. The latter is explored in The Waiting List’s rueful recollection of the explicit and invidious ways in which children growing up in Belfast are exposed to, and conditioned by, sectarian violence. The same theme is devastatingly explored in Mojo Mickybo and holds true, too, for the older characters of Closing Time, regarding the lives and relationships Alec, Robbie, Vera and Joe enjoyed before they are violated by the ‘Troubles’. 







THE TROUBLES WITH THE TROUBLES





There has long been an expectation that playwrights from the North of Ireland are required to address the political conflict here. It’s an obligation that has inspired and enervated in equal measure, with authors sometimes relying on, and resorting to, hackneyed forms and hidebound themes. The Troubles have provided plentiful material for thrillers and tragedies, melodramas and farce, soaps and soapboxes. Indeed the clichéd figures of the star-crossed-lovers-across-the-barricades are still in service today as sentimental allegories for political reconciliation. How ever, these forms and themes are exhausted, and are all too often inadequate in capturing the complexities, contradictions and ambivalences of life in post-conflict Northern Ireland.


McCafferty’s work, however, represents something different. It is distinguished by the way in which the conflict is handled obliquely, for his drama is never concerned with acts of violence, but in their aftermath. The Troubles are almost always in the background; offstage, where gunmen remain shadows in the darkness of the wings.


That’s not to say that the conflict is ignored or avoided, for many of his characters have had their lives indelibly affected by political violence. It suddenly shatters the relationship between Mojo and Mickybo, traumatically signalling the end of their childhoods. It similarly devastates the lives of the drinkers in Closing Time, leaving them in a purgatorial state of paralysis that’s shared, too, by Dave and Theresa Black, the grieving parents of one of the ‘Disappeared’ in Scenes.


Significantly, the victims (and perpetrators) of paramilitary violence aren’t identified in terms of their political or religious provenance, for apart from the perforce revelation of Mojo Mickybo we rarely know if characters are Catholic or Protestant, nationalist or unionist. McCafferty deliberately denies us such convenient categories and classifications, forcing us to focus instead on their shared humanity. For it is the grey areas in between – rather than the Orange and the Green – that interest McCafferty and which are explored in his work. Moreover, his elevation of the personal over the political enables these plays to transcend any tribal or territorial fealties, so that they touch upon universal themes of birth, death, work, love, loss, suffering, salvation, hope and despair.


In this way, the clichéd conventions, narratives and stereotypes of ‘Troubles drama’, so brilliantly parodied in ‘The Burning Balaclava’ – the play-within-a-play of Frank McGuinness’s Carthaginians (1988) – are conspicuously absent here. The author instead offers a very different perspective of a place that’s long been over-determined by images of the Troubles; revealing a much more complex picture of a city and a community that’s emerging out of conflict.


One of the most distinctive, if debilitating, features of our otherwise successful peace process in Northern Ire land is the fact that we’ve no state mechanism or apparatus in place for dealing with the past, or to undertake any form of truth recovery, an issue that has been handled in a deliberately desultory fashion. It was not part of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement and there is still precious little political consensus as to how best to deal with the legacies of violence and sectarian division. The vacuum resulting from this political failure means that artists have an enormously important role to play in our ongoing processes of conflict transformation, especially in theatre, given that its public and participatory nature makes it the most political of all art forms.


Against this background, Owen McCafferty is the most important ‘post-conflict’ playwright to have emerged from the North – a claim that may seem strange given his aversion to dealing directly with the Troubles and his antipathy towards overtly political or polemical drama. Nevertheless, his work does provide a voice for victims, survivors and those collaterally caught up in the Troubles, though this is handled without any didactic message, but deftly, in a dolorously understated manner. No matter how subdued this voice is, it’s still important given the lack of formal recognition or redress of victims of the conflict, whose stories and experiences have been egregiously sidelined and silenced for the sake of political expediency throughout the peace process.


McCafferty’s importance as a post-conflict playwright also lies in the fact that he writes about those who played no part in the conflict; whose stories have no place in the metanarrative of the Troubles; whose lives are remarkable only for the fact that they were ordinary people living in extraordinary circumstances. He also adroitly records the deeply ambivalent responses of those who’ve experienced no palpable ‘peace dividend’ in the past decade; those for whom the material conditions of their lives have changed little, in spite of all the corporate rhetoric of urban regeneration and rehabilitation that has accompanied so much of the peace process:




Robbie belfast’s changin isn’t it – the keep sayin it’s changin – so it must be fuckin changin – this place is changin – places down the road are fuckin kips – this place be like the way it was before …


Vera how’s it goin t’be different this time


Robbie different times that’s why







BELFAST: BOOM TOWN


‘Why would one place break your heart more than any other.’





Almost all McCafferty’s plays, like those of Stewart Parker before him, are set in his native city, where he’s lived in the Ormeau Road area since the early 1970s. Throughout the Troubles this stretch of road was segreg ated on sectarian lines, with the largely Catholic, nationalist lower Ormeau separated from the mainly Protestant, loyalist upper Ormeau by a bridge over the river Lagan that (dis)connected both communities. This is the sectarian border so blithely transgressed by the protagonists of Mojo Mickybo, who hail from ‘up the road’ and ‘over the bridge’. Similarly, the setting of his most recent play, Quietly (2012), is modelled on a bar on the lower Ormeau, and the actor Patrick O’Kane, a mainstay of McCafferty’s work who hails from the Ormeau area, even suggests that the play wright captures the speech of this particular part of the city.


Consequently, Belfast is more than merely the mise en scène for all five plays in this collection; it’s almost a character in itself. And yet, no matter how profoundly Belfast informs and inflects these plays, their imaginative geography is never circumscribed by the city’s limits. Indeed, their local roots are transcended, as the global routes of recent productions of McCafferty’s work can so eloquently testify. His plays have been translated and performed in Japan, Germany, Chile, France, America and Australia; while in the past twelve months Mojo Mickybo – whose machine-gun dialogue of stylised Belfast speech is perhaps the most challenging – has been translated into French and Brazilian Portuguese. Locale and dialect, it seems, are not insurmountable obstacles for actors and audiences beyond these islands …


In Ireland, however, we too often view the local in pejorative terms; something that’s parochial and parish pump. On the other hand, we’ve been equally guilty of considering (Irish) theatre almost exclusively in national terms; in relation to theatre institutions, histories, canons, tours and traditions. Such frames, however, occlude something fundamental: theatre is always local, as it’s performed live in an evanescent present that’s fleetingly shared by actors and audiences, night after night after night. Tellingly, Irish theatre’s most internationally acclaimed play wright, Brian Friel, sets his work within the confined imaginary borders of Baile Beag; a salutary reminder as to how the local, national and global converge in performance and how ‘small town’ can be experientially understood by audiences wherever it is translated. It’s an appeal that’s equally true for urban artists like McCafferty, whose work is local without ever being parochial.




*





Commissioned by Point Fields Theatre Company and performed a few months before the IRA ceasefire, The Waiting List (1994) was one of four monologues comprising Angels with Split Voices. As an early piece that was part of a project explicitly exploring ‘identity and place’, The Waiting List does deal more directly with the Troubles in its autobiographically informed monologue relaying the thoughts of a young father and his reminiscences of childhood. This is no clichéd invocation of innocence, however, but a disturbing evocation of the damaging effects sectarian violence has had on children. His experiences are emblematic in many ways of an entire generation who have been deprived of the innocence of childhood; their lives circumscribed by territorial boundaries and parental admonitions: ‘don’t go here, don’t go there, watch who you play with, be in before dark’.


One memory of cycling freely around the city with his friends in the hot summer of 1971 vividly captures how children encounter (and enforce) the sectarian geography of the city. When he and his friends accidentally stray into a playground in ‘enemy territory’ they are immediately interrogated by other children:




where you from


what school do you go to


what football team do you support


say the alphabet


sing the sash


… smack





Another significant memory is the murder of his ‘hip’ history teacher, a ‘community worker, hands across the divide type’, who ‘took a shine to me’ and gets him involved in a local youth club where one night:




bang, bang, bang, bang … a hole in the head – thick purple blood on a cord jacket – a smart man with brains hanging out of him – the ante had just been upped – men steal lives while boys play games





This last line hauntingly distils the essence of Mojo Mickybo while the incident itself is based on McCafferty’s memory of the murder of his history teacher, to whom he dedicated the play in 2002. A precursor to Mojo Mickybo, The Waiting List reveals the invidious processes through which children are acculturated to violence and conditioned to sectarianism and segregation.


Angels with Split Voices borrowed its name from a painting by Gerald Dillon, a Falls Road artist who learned his trade while working as an apprentice painter, decorator and labourer in London. It provides a rather curious connection to the milieu of McCafferty’s 1997 play Shoot the Crow which, like Jimmy Murphy’s Brothers of the Brush (1993), relates a day in the life of working-class men on a building site.


First performed by Galway’s Druid Theatre Company, Shoot the Crow features four Belfast tilers working on a shift that will be sixty-five-year-old Ding-Ding’s last day of work. Worried about life after retirement, Ding-Ding intends to keep working as a window cleaner but needs ‘readies’ to buy out someone’s round, whilst nineteen-year-old Randolph is also saving ‘readies’ to buy a motorbike as he dreams of travelling abroad. Their fellow tilers, Socrates and Petesy, are also financially hard-pressed; the former has failed to pay maintenance to his separated wife and son, while Petesy cannot afford to pay for his daughter’s school trip to France. Consequently, both sets of men concoct separate schemes to steal and sell a pallet of tiles which comically unravel.


Shoot the Crow’s vivid dialogue and use of dramatic irony as the tilers’ deceive each other with conflicting schemes and shifting allegiances make the play a great comic vehicle for actors. Its levity is also shot through with gravity for it touches, too, on the unfulfilled aspirations and ambitions of workers who have few options open to them, ‘yous think yous are something an yes are nothing – just three fuckin tilers that have nothing – are going no where – an lead empty fuckin lives’.


Empty lives are very far from the subject of McCafferty’s 1998 play, Mojo Mickybo, which marked a major milestone in his career. This roisterous two-hander relays the story of Mojo and Mickybo, two kids who strike up a friendship in the hot summer of 1970 as the world all around them is on the brink of tumultuous change. As they act out the roles of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, fending off restless natives in the form of local bullies, and fantasising about their favourite superheroes, both remain innocently oblivious to the dangers of an adult world disintegrating around them. They’re also equally ignorant of the sectarian divisions between them that, ineluctably, drive them apart, and with sudden savagery as Mickybo returns home to find his father has been shot dead: a traumatic discovery that destroys their friendship, ‘orange bastard – yas killed my da – yas dirty fuckin orange bastard’.


Mojo Mickybo demands dynamic physical perform ances from its two actors who must play seventeen different characters, often alternating between them, and each other, at great speed. These frenetic human etch-a-sketch performances generate tremendous kinetic energy on the stage that brilliantly captures the effervescence and innocence of children’s imaginations. Irish audiences throughout the 1990s were presented with an extraordinary number of two-hander plays, many of which, like Patrick McCabe’s Frank Pig Says Hello (1992) and Enda Walsh’s Disco Pigs (1996), featured the perspectives of psychopathic young people. However, what distinguishes Mojo Mickybo is the innocence of its protagonists even as they play amidst a landscape of violence, where sticks from bonfires, petrol bombs and plastic bullets are playthings as they ponder what happens to other wee boys who’ve had their legs blown off by bombs and how they can escape being ‘murdered in their beds’.


Mojo Mickybo portrays the inexorable process whereby this playful innocence is lost. In performance it is poignantly effective, for the audience is always aware that these children’s roles are played by adult actors whose mature voice and bodies incarnate the very story of how Mojo and Mickybo grow up in Belfast to be men who, when they happen to meet later in life, ‘pretend we didn’t know each other’.


Set in the decrepit hotel bar that was once the ‘best run’ boozer on the street, but is now on the brink of collapse, Closing Time (2002) evokes the material and metaphorical condition of both the pub and its punters. The hotel itself was bombed thirteen years earlier, a traumatic event that has profoundly affected the lives of Joe, Vera and Robbie. Robbie has drunk away the compensation money for the hotel and destroyed his marriage in the process, while Joe’s wife, who had been caught in the bombing, never recovered from the atrocity and later flees, leaving her grief-struck, guilt-ridden husband unable to return home. And so, ever since, he has slept in the hotel though his home is only across the street. Alec, a brain-damaged handyman employed by Robbie to help out at the hotel, is perhaps the most poignant figure of all:




Iggy he always like that


Robbie what ya mean from birth or what


Iggy aye


Robbie no – postman was he – milkman


Joe somethin like that – delivery or somethin – don’t know


Robbie doin his roun’s – this is away at the start like – twenty years an more


Joe would be that


Robbie jumped out a car they did – shot ’im in the head an away – not right since – slowed ’im up y’ know – couldn’t repair whatever damage was done – said it wasn’t him they were lookin for to – alec had taken somebody elses shift or somethin – no good t’him that





McCafferty never clarifies whether the gunmen are republican or loyalist or if Alec is Catholic or Protestant: these details are of no importance.


Throughout the play, references are made to political progress and developments on the news, and to radical changes taking place in the city. Such regeneration and progress cruelly contrast with the paralysis of their own lives. However, as is characteristic of McCafferty’s drama, the prospect of redemption, change and hope are ever present, albeit in the pyromaniac intent of Alec as he sets forth for Joe’s house ‘t’burn the place t’the groun’.


This collection concludes with what is, arguably, the greatest play written by an Irish playwright in the past twenty years. Joycean in its prismatic perspective, Scenes from the Big Picture (2003) presents twenty-one characters in a twenty-four-hour period so that its eponymous ‘big picture’ of modern life in the city is produced in a kaleidoscopic series of vignettes. The setting is Belfast, but not as it’s ever been staged before, for this could almost be any other major city in the world as McCafferty deliberately decontextualises Belfast, decoupling it from the clichéd images and caricatures that characterise its usual (re)presentation as he seeks to show, in his own words, how the setting ‘could have as easily been Leeds as Belfast’.


This strategy is embodied in a beautifully understated gesture in one of the shortest scenes in the play. Elderly widower Frank Coin is tying his shoelaces and listening to the radio in the background when a newsreader announces: ‘the political talks continue although all parties involved have agreed they have reached an impasse’. The rest of the report is abruptly cut short as Frank turns the radio off, before bracing himself once more to face the world without his beloved wife, with whom he still converses, ‘another day ahead of us elsie – go out here and stretch my legs’. For McCafferty, this is the ‘big picture’: the personal stories of ordinary people who live their lives here amidst the backdrop of the Troubles, as opposed to the conflict being the story in itself, as is par for the course in media representations and popular perceptions of Belfast.


These assorted vignettes are eventually woven into an epic narrative as, in an Altman-like fashion, the play unspools the stories of more than a score of characters whose lives intricately coincide and converge, creating a communal image of Belfast utterly unlike any other representation of this city to create what one critic hailed as ‘a more or less perfect play’.


And yet, the Troubles casts its shadows of gunmen on Scenes: a cache of weapons buried in an allotment serves as a dirty metaphor for the legacies of the past; a drug dealer is kneecapped; and at the very heart of the play is the devastating portrayal of a middle-aged couple whose son was ‘disappeared’. No details are provided as to why this happened or who was responsible, or its relation to the unfolding peace process – all of which effectively accentuates the audience’s attention on the anguish experienced by the family and their desperate need for closure: ‘we need to bury him so that the fuckers that shot him don’t have the last say’. As the excavations eventually yield up the body of their missing boy, the expiation of their grief is utterly devastating; and a potent indictment of the peace process’s abject failure to represent or redress the victims of violence for fear of endangering its ‘progress’.


If the last scene of Scenes is the shortest in modern Irish drama, it’s also one of the most moving. Just prior to it, we’ve learned from Frank Coin, the elderly flâneur of the play who flits in and out of scenes and barely speaks, that he lost his wife to cancer more than a decade ago, and he mentions in passing that he recently heard ‘a fella on this programme … about space’ on the radio:




he said that when we talk – the sound we make travels up into space and goes on forever – it never goes away … listenin to it a had this thought y’know – wouldn’t it be good to think that if there was somebody ya could no longer talk to – that if ya said somethin to them that yer words would travel up into space and that the might meet up with words that that person had once said to you – wouldn’t that be a nice thing





Then, in the final scene, while the nocturnal sounds of the city crescendo as the noise from traffic, babies crying, church bells, music, machinery, sirens, shots and shouts commingle before a sudden meteorite storm brilliantly bathes the stage in light, Frank, walking home from the pub, stops in the street and, as the stage starts to darken, looks up to the sky and says: ‘i miss you elsie’.




*





This little act, offered up before the vastness of the heavens seems so innocuous, so insignificant … and yet, as an expression of love and loss, it’s epic and elemental; an act that is registered and reverberates in the heavens. So as the play stunningly segues from the terrestrial to the celestial and the sounds of sirens and shots slowly subside; the earthly world slips away, and the city (and its Troubles), are transcended. This, for McCafferty, is the cosmic big picture as he reminds us all of the importance of the everyday lives of ordinary people: those whose lived experiences may rarely be recorded or represented. But they matter.


DR MARK PHELAN


Lecturer in Drama, Queen’s University Belfast


July 2013



















Foreword





Peggy and I always noticed them when we were in the car on our way to do the weekly shop. They looked too well-dressed and elegant to walk anywhere and yet this man and woman we never talked to always walked to and from the shops. Rather than going to the big Tesco’s once a week they preferred to shop daily at the smaller Tesco Express. We didn’t see them every day but enough to say ‘There’s that couple again’. We played a game – see who could spot them first. Sometimes pulling out of the drive we were already looking for them. Saying ‘There’s that couple again’ always made us smile. They looked like the kind of older couple you would like to grow into. Their faces had character. They knew how to carry themselves. We never made contact with them. It wasn’t that type of relationship. We admired them from afar. They had no need to know that.


A few months ago we were pulling out of the drive and we spotted the woman walking to the shops. We were both about to say ‘There’s that couple again’, but then realised she was on her own. The next time we spotted her she was on her own again and the time after that. At first we said ‘He’s probably in hospital’ but the more often we spotted her alone the more often we said ‘Maybe he’s dead’.


I had to go into town this day for a meeting and decided to take the bus rather than get Peggy to drive me. The well-dressed elegant woman was at the bus stop on her own. She stood near the kerb. I sat behind her in the shelter. It was the first time I had been that close to either of them. I was going to phone Peggy and tell her I was only feet away from the ‘there’s that couple again’ woman whose husband might be dead and that I might say some thing to her. I didn’t phone. She had that look. You can see it in people who have lost someone. That look that says their life is missing part of itself. I thought I should speak to her. I wanted to say to her, ‘You don’t know me – but I just want you to know – that my wife and I used to spot you and your husband walking to the shops – and I need you to know that just by watching you I know you loved each other – we could see it in you – it was spotted.’ I sat and looked at her. The bus pulled up and she got on. I stood behind her while she scanned her bus pass. She sat near the front downstairs. I sat upstairs thinking ‘I should walk down the stairs now and speak to her – I mightn’t be this close again.’ I sat and looked out the window. She got off the bus before I did. I was never going to speak to her. I don’t. I write about it. And change it.


OWEN McCAFFERTY


July 2013
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First performance








The Waiting List was first staged at the Old Museum Arts Centre, Belfast, on 18 April 1994.


The performer was Lalor Roddy




Directed by   David Grant


Produced by   Point Fields Theatre Company

















An empty stage except for the frame of a pram. The actor should be in his mid-thirties and wearing either a dressing gown or pyjamas.




a big sherman tank of a pram jammed against the front door – prams – to keep children in and bad boys out – they have a list – a shopping list for taigs fenians popeheads pan-nationalists republicans catholics – not two hundred yards and two weeks away this fella’s in the sack with his girlfriend


night night dear


night night dear


door kicked in – bang bang bang bang – end of story


now there’s a list – and you never know i might be a desirable commodity – on sales as it were – lingering in the bargain basement so to speak – i’d rather be past my sell by date but i’m not even half way to my allotted three score and ten – plus i’m not working at the moment which means your waiting time’s doubled or seems like it cause i’ve nothing to do except paint the house a shitty yellow colour and push the youngsters – in the sherman tank – through this mixed – but not completely integrated area – mixed only in the sense that i couldn’t put a flag out or douse petrol over mountains of wood in the middle of the street and get a spark from two flints to make it whoosh – singing fuck this and fuck that – while scribbling down misspelt names on the back of a feg box with a well chewed biro stolen from the bookies – mixed in that sense – not that i’d ever want to do those things 


you understand but you never know – that’s the problem round here you never know – a wee bit of fear keeps you on your toes – never quite at ease – just slightly edgy – i could always ask i suppose – next time i’m doing the shopping and i see one of the lads poncing round dunnes stores with his dark glasses pot belly chunky gold jewellery fat wife and snattery children


excuse me am i on your list – in between everything you need for an ulster fry in one pack and a slimy bag of frozen chips – five per cent less fat of course – i would like to know – it would help me in my capacity as decision maker if i knew i was going to be around to view the consequences of my decisions


it’s hard to say kid


he whispers out the side of his mouth while – one of his snattery skinhead kids claws at his ma’s taut bulging mini skirt for a toy machine gun – (they learn early) – with real imitation bullets flashing lights and noises just like the one rambo has sewn in between his muscular thighs – as he beats a track through the jungle blasting the shit out of the dirty gooks


it’s open season you see kid – it’s difficult to tell – it’s a lottery – your number’s in the hat what more can i say – after the shopping i always give her one on the sofa – do you wanna watch


so i’m waiting here – night after night – pram against the door – looking across the street to the house i was brought up in – thinking – musing – playing with the idea – why would it be me – am i on the list


tock tick tock tick tock tick


football in the entry – twenty aside – dogshit everywhere – use it for goal posts – i’m geordie best – dribble dribble swerve faint swerve dribble dribble – looks up – (sign of a good player always looks up) – whack – and it rattles the net – the crowd go mad – geordie geordie geordie – united thirty-seven chelsea sixteen – stick insects sliding in the shit and dreaming of wembley – (not croke park)


goal


off side


your ma


aye your ma


dawn to dusk – a big boy appears on the scene – hair down to his arse jeans up to his arse and boots gleaming – shined by his loving mother four times a day


he’s a scout sent by matt busby i’ve seen him in the park


the stick insects gather round – ears pricked – eyes like saucers – minds agog


are you a scout


aye sort of – ( ha ha ha ) – you you and you


whisper whisper


my da told me some guy gets over a hundred quid a week and he only plays for spurs


jesus


bollocks


what’d he say


who you playing for


will your ma let you go


fuck up fenian bastard


smack smack kick kick – a bloody nose and me geordie best too – football jerseys off tartan scarves on – mcdonald mcdougall mcclaymore mckingbilly the clan of robbie burns – who gives a fuck – and me i’m still geordie boy and sure a good kicking never does you any harm anyway – demarcation lines are drawn – whatever they are don’t go here don’t go there watch who you play with be in before dark


father


the boy should take up boxing – good clean sport –


discipline the mind – defend yourself


mother


it’ll ruin his good looks – look at your fid you ugly wee


bugger


high cheek bones – i should have been a movie star but was never spotted – not by anyone from hollywood anyway – just keep playing and it’ll all go away that’s the trick – failed the quallie that year – couldn’t believe it – einstein i was – got a bike for being a failure – a gobi desert summer – ulster 71 in full swing – dodgems helter skelter waltzers big wheel – a quick thrill to unite the warring tribes – i’m on my bike – peddle peddle peddle – everywhere everyday – after wembley that big race in france was getting a turn – three of us this day – a biking gang – the ton-up boys – get lost and end up in some – get a damp cockroach infested flat on the nineteenth floor for your demob suit estate – not like the entry – no dog shit anywhere – a bit of greenery and a playground – swings see-saw roundabout climbing frame – all good stuff – the ton-up boys


where you from


what school do you go to


what football team do you support


say the alphabet


sing the sash


should have taken up boxing looks as if the cheek bones are going to get a burl anyway


push faster faster faster – faster you fenian bastard – need a rest sit on the grass – feel your mate’s dick


smack feel it you fruity fucker – this one’s a fruit and a fenian


punch – dr martens – kick kick kick – children can be cruel bastards they’re like adults that way – i’m starting to get the hang of this now – i’m a taig and they’re orangemen – what could be simpler – things are starting to hot up – houses and petrol bombs – hand in hand – made for each other – there’s nothing like a bit of heat on a cold night when you’re watching crossroads – the place was never the same after sandy bit the dust – that’s what brought meg’s bad headaches on you know – a mate of mine left his dog to guard the house – whoof – the orangemen called him hot-dog – made him crazy – nothing like a bit of humour – the parish priest after having a yarn with the almighty formed a stop dogs going whoof in the dark of night vigilante group – patrolling the streets with hurls and bin lids – all dogs can sleep safe in their kennels – it’s their owners who do the tossing and turning – myself i’m doing a bit more of the former than the latter


there’s a wee girl fancies you two streets away – she’s a protestant


what do you think lads


get in there you’re a cert thing


all orangewomen do it


do you see the diddies on her she didn’t get them sitting by the fire


seven o’clock next night up the entry – find a patch with no patch shit – ( ha ha ) – talk talk talk – lumber lumber lumber – feelie feelie feelie


let’s do this on a regular basis


why not you’re such a nice guy


floating on air – tiptoeing from cloud to cloud – i’m in love – i’m in lust – i’m in deep shit – next day skipping down the corridors of knowledge pulled – three hard men – the ra – boy’s version – shiny oxfords bald heads earrings short parallels black socks – the uniform


we’ve been told you’re seeing an orangewoman – please refrain from this anti-social activity


but you don’t understand men – (men) – feelie feelie the diddies and the bliff


smack – just to clear the wax from my ears


her brother’s inside for murder – put your country before your dick or we’ll beat the shit out of you


silence silence silence – lumber lumber lumber – feelie feelie feelie – it’s all over-flow as the plumber said to his girl


why


i’m frightened


oh


well men how’d i do – the republican cause will never die while i’m alive sure it won’t


blah blah blah – school – halcyon days


homework boy late boy hair boy earring boy cursing boy


blackboard compass – whack whack whack – the inside of a tractor tyre cut to shape – whack whack whack – best years of your life – there was one guy though – history teacher – always talking about sun yat-sen and his wee merry men – community worker hands across the divide type – big moustache no tie long hair cord jacket desert boots – a hip guy – he took a shine to me – used to tell me dirty jokes and let me smoke in the store room – me and him him and me – brought me to the youth club – got me interested in table tennis – he used to bring me home when the tartans were on the hunt – sun yat-sen and his wee merry men – i’m standing in the gym this night – not half a brick’s throw away from the table tennis room – watching fellas with low cheekbones beat the shit out of each other – bang bang bang bang – you see there was a pane of glass missing from one of the windows in the table tennis room – and if you had a mind to – if you put yourself out a bit you could have climbed over the front wall crawled through the long grass on your elbows and knees like a commando aimed a gun through the missing pane and … – if you had a mind to – a hole in the head – thick purple blood on a cord jacket – a smart man with brains hanging out of him – the ante had just been upped – men steal lives while boys play games – skip teak stick ra hey man no prob


let’s join up


i will if you will


ten pence a week – funds – football teams written in a black book – all code you know – i’m arsenal – the gunners – (ha ha ha) – no readies forthcoming and it’s smack smack smack – even revolutionaries must think in commercial terms – education officer that’s me – lectures in someone’s da’s garage that smelt of car oil and home brew – padraig pearce wolfe tone robert emmet henry joy mccracken – matinee and evening performances all repeated


who didn’t pay their divvies this week – goody goody


stage one – this is a gun this is how you clean a gun this is how you hold a gun this is how you hide a gun – stage two – when being chased while carrying a gun fall to the ground roll head over heels or arse over bollocks stand upright and confront the enemy – stage three – scout uniforms and drill – march march march left right left right turn left turn right attention at ease fart belch spit scratch your nuts – all in irish – big day – march down some street in some area to commemorate some guy who was murdered some time ago – baden powell gear on a pair of shades and away we go – up and down and down and up up and down and down and up – what a boyo i am – is this worth the price of four singles a week or what – can yous all see me – up and down and down and up and away we go – la la la la la … – spotted – informed on – someone out of my da’s work – shout shout shout – bawl bawl bawl – clip round the ear – one less volunteer in the struggle for freedom


i want to leave


you’ll have to get a kicking


don’t worry i’m getting used to it


took up gaelic football after that – a bit of culture in the sporting arena


and it’s colm mcalarney over the bar


agricultural sports – it’s a game for close knit communities who breathe fresh air and there’s me alienated and likes the smell of petrol fumes – maybe i just didn’t have the bottle for it – i was walking down the road one night after training when i was pulled by the – why don’t you go out and catch some terrorists mob


who are you – where you coming from – where you going to – how do you spell your name


all the time spread-eagled – normal practice – the boys are full of jungle juice – laughing and joking – rifle barrel in the middle of my back


why don’t you play soccer you fucker – republican fucking sport – we know where you live you bastard


still laughing as i ran home – fuck this for a game of darts – have to get out of here find myself – the big old u s of a is the place for that – bring a dram of irish whiskey and a piece of linen in case you bump into an old sod for the old sod – i met this thirty stone homosexual drug pusher – ate everything from a bag of coal to a hamburger – just like the movies it was – heat wave old folk in dallas dropping like flies and there’s tomatoes the size of your fist – wake up go to the beach worship the sun god get stoned eat fist like tomatoes get stoned couple of beers get stoned go to bed – bliss – ireland never heard of the place


you’ve a lovely voice – your vocal patterns are so lyrical – it sounds like you’re singing all the time it’s really


beautiful


fuck up and pass the joint


have a shot – all harps drink whiskey – god bless the ole


sod – four green fields


all crying their lamps out


the british are mother fuckers – protestants are mother fuckers – niggers yids pollacks spicks wops chinks gooks ruskies and those no good low down bastards who kicked custer’s ass – all mother fuckers – i’d love to see the place – my granny’s from leeson street do you know that – a civil war – jees that must be great – do you have fish in ireland


eyes opened – mind broadened – time to go


say hi to your folks – have a nice journey man


i travelled – i broke free – now i’m an enlightened person unaffected by my hideous surroundings – i am above the humdrum – aloft and aloof – education – back to school – grind grind grind – swot swot swot – university – philosophy – a higher plane – socrates plato aristotle heidegger sartre epistemology phenomenology metaphysics logic – nationalists loyalists – bollocks – communists – shoulder to shoulder with your fellow man or woman – sorry person – human – sweat of the brow – the common good – solicitors digging holes binmen performing heart surgery that’s the business – invited to a meeting i was – oh aye – walked into this bar – hole in my jacket to look the part – full of ole lads society didn’t give a toss about and the place reeked of piss – brilliant


no i’m afraid we’re upstairs


a log fire woolly jumpers beards and pints of guinness – everyone babbling about the mating habits of wood pigeons and obscure french film directors in between giving the capitalist lackies a verbal pasting


when i was younger my history teacher was shot dead – why do things like that happen


after mating the male sits on the eggs – wood pigeons


share their parental responsibilities – wood pigeons have


a lot to teach us if only we would listen


why don’t we move downstairs it’s a bit too cosy up here


i think we’re just fine here – you can enlighten them


without mixing with them – god you’re so naïve


and some guy in the corner wearing a save whale sperm t-shirt picks his horses from the guardian and rips a hole in his new denims – on the jukebox they’re playing – give peace a chance – give my friggin head peace – i never went back – not that i was missed – wood pigeons were never my thing


then i met a girl – by chance – at a dance – not that i ever do – unless i’m drunk and then i can’t


i love you


i love you too


ding dong ding dong – wedding bells – went to spain for our honeymoon – all sun sand and sangria – just like the brochure said – met up with this crowd from – belfast


it’s great to be away


why can’t belfast be like this


i’ve no problems loving my neighbour


why can’t we live together


reaching for my second crate of san miguel and reflecting on the moral decline of the western world i said


it seems to me or shall i say it is my considered opinion that communism – on paper at least – is indeed the best system under which humans can live


commie bastard


you can’t win can you – holidays out children in – it’s time to settle down – philosopher’s don’t earn much readies – it’s understandable there’s no real need for it in these parts – then someone says to me – you look like a tiler – and i thought maybe i do – mix a bucket of stuff fire it on the floor fire it on the wall get the tiles slap them on grout it all up and there you go – bathrooms kitchens and the odd en suite – life couldn’t be better – there’s a bit of money coming in the kids have new uniforms and i’m too old to be chased – i’m thinking this place isn’t so bad so long as you stick to a routine – (which you can’t really help doing cause that’s the way things are) – and ignore everything around you (which is what we all do anyway) – happy days – i even brought the kids down to see the tall ships – i mean to say – it’s like you can be here and not really live here – you look but don’t see – you hear but don’t listen – and you think but don’t question – it’s great – then my slumber is interrupted – i’m standing in a bathroom this day slapping on some nearly expensive wouldn’t have them in my own house pink tiles – i broke about four of them on the trot – (had to get rid of them quick in case i was sued for negligence) – semi-detached car caravan motor bike two children and a good looking wife – (i lingered on her for a while it must be the seven year itch) – who doesn’t need to work – this guy worked in mackies and when things were going bad shifted and earned his crust in shorts – mobility – good if you can get it – the job’s finished – everyone’s happy – a cup of tea put some paper on the sofa before you sit and some chocolate bickies


will you take a cheque


certainly we’re here to accommodate you the customer


his writing was like my wee lad’s and he couldn’t spell my name – now here’s me sometimes working sometimes not sometimes money sometimes potless – and there’s him flitting from place to place gathering a pile of goodies on the way – sure it’s not his fault – if you’ve a seat reserved on the gravy train you’re hardly going to hang around the station are you – why don’t i ever cop on – you see whenever i’m pushing the kids round these streets in the sherman tank i keep thinking to myself – this is where i’ve lived all my life – this is my community – but it’s not – i don’t feel at ease here – my whole life hemmed in – jesus what a waste


and now there’s a list
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