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prologue


Scobie Donoghue is thinking about that scorching-hot Australian dog day afternoon when he told her that he loved her. He had opened his eyes to stare at her. Ella, perfectly relaxed. In a half-doze. Ella, strawberry blonde hair and a smile that would light up all of Melbourne. She was the numero uno, the most unbelievable member of the female race that he ever had the good fortune to be with.


That afternoon, they had just come out of the sea, lying on the white fine sands of Anglesea Beach, along the Great Ocean Road, all traces of hangover washed from their bodies by the gorgeous salty water. It was a far cry from the canal water at home, Scobie’s first ever dip, jumping in off the bridge with his older brother, Shamie, when they were only little lads. Ella opened her eyes then and looked at him. His heart leapt. Her beautiful brown eyes melted him. Made him come out of himself with his hands up – I surrender! Nowhere to hide. Scobie had leaned across and kissed her then, and said:


‘I love you.’


The three magic words, and for the first time in his life he actually meant them.


She hadn’t reacted immediately. Her face was very still. He hoped she wouldn’t laugh at him. She was a great woman to peg abuse and take the piss and kid around, but she had no laugh this time. She had just smiled, and eventually replied, ‘And I love you too.’


That night they had stayed at an old-style frontier hotel in Torquay. Scobie kept thinking of Basil Fawlty, and tried to explain it to Ella.


‘Like, there’s this mad English lad, and he runs this hotel and his wife is bossy and there’s a useless Spanish waiter and a sexy maid type of one, and Basil is always chasin’ his tail to try and rescue something that he’s made a bollocks of … like there’s an episode with a rat—’


Ella had interrupted him. ‘It sounds shit.’


‘No,’ Scobie insisted, ‘it’s really funny.’


Ella had never seen Fawlty Towers, or indeed any TV, growing up in Tasmania, as her ‘artist’ parents hadn’t allowed one in the house. Her parents were a million miles from anything Scobie would have known. That evening they had sat out on the hotel veranda drinking beer.


‘It’s like the Wild West,’ Scobie had remarked before springing to his feet and getting ready to draw his pistols. ‘Dyin’ ain’t much of a living, boy. Fill your hands, you son of a bitch!’


Ella had drawn first and shot him. Scobie fell to the floor. Later that night they had sex on the old-style squeaky-spring bed, and they were loud and did it every which way and he couldn’t help thinking that the people in the next room could hear them and this gave him an extra thrill. Scobie Donoghue, loud and dangerous! The lad was like mahogany, boys! It could bate cattle up Mount Everest!


Later, as they had settled into a kind of lovely half-asleep, half-awake state of heads together on the pillow, Scobie said, ‘I had sex with a married woman one time. Like about ten or twelve years ago.’


‘Any good?’ Ella asked.


‘Pretty good. Yeah. I’d have to say it wasn’t bad. It was the first time I ever did it in a bed, actually.’


‘And where had you done it up until then?’


Scobie immediately replied, ‘Graveyards.’


Ella had laughed. ‘Kinky. Stiff among the stiffs!’


On the way back to Melbourne, they had stopped off at Hanging Rock. Ella told Scobie that there had been a book and then a film based on a supposedly true story of how three schoolgirls from a nearby college disappeared on the rock on Saint Valentine’s Day 1900. But it had been a hoax. It had all been invention. Ella didn’t care. She had always found it beguiling and haunting.


‘There is an ancient belief,’ she told him, ‘that when we sleep, people come and steal our bodies.’


They walked on up under the famous hanging rock itself, a boulder suspended between other boulders, under which is the main entrance path. They walked on up into the rest of the volcanic structure.


‘I don’t think much of it,’ Scobie remarked.


Ella was entranced. ‘It’s amazing. Mystical. I can feel vibrations. From the past.’


Scobie felt no vibrations. ‘It’s just a Jaysus collection of rocks, like. So what?’


Ella shut him up with a big wet kiss, then put her hand down on his erection and whispered in his ear, ‘Scobie-Wan Kenobi.’


Scobie sighed. ‘Jesus, Ella, I used dream about a woman like you.’


That was nearly three years ago, but this is now. All Scobie can think of today is those romantic, in-love, can’t-live-without-you days. Not long after that first day that he’d told Ella he loved her, they’d moved in together, into the flat in Gisborne, a real nice town near enough to the mountains and about 60 kilometres outside Melbourne. But today he is taking a last walk through Gisborne. Away from Ella and the flat. With the last of his clothes in a holdall on his back. Himself and Ella are now officially over. Split. He is single again. Scobie Donoghue is on his own.


The V/Line train approaches. Scobie lifts the bag to get on. The train stops. He can’t get on board. Not just yet, because he can’t stop the tears rolling down his face. He feels horribly self-conscious so he stalls the ball to wipe his face and just about makes it on before the doors slide shut. He takes his seat. He was going into the city and then on out to the suburb of Melton, where Shamie and his wife Therese were set up, with a seven-year-old son and a pool and a barbecue and the whole nine yards. Shamie, who had never slept with anyone else in his life other than Therese, and the Scobe, who’d ridden the range, but it’s Shamie who has ended up the happy one. The contented one.


Scobie could do with a drink, even though he still feels pretty rough. His head is heavy. He leans it against the window. He closes his eyes and seems to slip into a dream. He is walking into the bush. Like the Aborigines used to do. Disappearing into the land and being free of it all. Being free to walk until you dropped off the world. He dreams that the world is flat after all. He would simply walk until he dropped off the edge. Falling forever but landing eventually. He can see that clearly now. Where he must land. Back to the county of Uíbh Fhailí. Where he was born and reared. To the county of bogs and Biffos. He had run out of road. He had nothing left.


His eyes open. He looks around the train. The first step back starts from here. Home, James, and don’t spare the horses.




one


The wind whistled and howled against the window as Scobie lay in bed and scrolled through his phone. He stopped at a sexy photo of some former TV star and an invitation to see what they looked like now. But first, an ad, and then a hundred other loads of shite that you didn’t want to see. So he gave up and put the phone aside. He looked across at the empty single bed opposite him. Above it, there was a poster of a blonde model in her underwear called, JEANETTE, THE PERFECT GIRL. Beside it, a poster of a large red Corvette car. A neon sign that said BAR propped up on a bedside lamp and an Offaly GAA wristband draped around it. Nothing had been touched in the ten years since Shamie had last slept in the bed.


Scobie imagined that he could see his older brother’s head sticking out the top of the duvet. Like he was around 14 or 15.


‘Are ye awake, Shamie?’


‘No, I’m not. Some of us need eight hours’ kip.’


Scobie would throw something at him then. A shoe or a Dinky car or something, and Shamie would sit up and be genuinely upset at being disturbed. ‘I’m gonna ask to be allowed sleep downstairs in the sitting room. Honest to Jaysus, I’d rather the sofa than having to share a room with you.’


But Scobie could distract him with talk of the girls in school. ‘I tell ye that Fiona Kelly has a great little bod on her.’


‘She’s a nice-looking girl all right.’ Shamie would be awake now, seeing Fiona Kelly in her uniform draped across a desk in the classroom.


‘Or the new one in my year, Karen. She’s got some pair on her. Bord Bainne!’


Shamie would imagine Karen and her breasts and what they might look like.


Scobie knew he had his attention now. ‘I’m going to get my hands on them this year. Oh yeah, boy!’


Shamie would realise that he had been hooked in and diverted from sleep, while Scobie would doze off then and leave poor Shamie wide awake. Lost in hopeless fantasies about these girls and how and where he’d seduce them.


But now, it was Scobie who was wide awake without a hope of sleep, whereas his brother Shamie slept soundly every night with his wife and son in Melton. He and Therese had moved there in January of ’09, ten months before Scobie landed, and he had kipped on their couch for a few weeks before moving into a madhouse full of Irish builders.


Shamie had worked hard and made it to foreman, and he loved his wife as much as he had that first time he’d seen her, when Therese came into the town to the secondary. They had kissed after a youth-club disco, but they were only 15, and Shamie was slagged over it by the others in school because Therese was a real farmer’s girl, and they said things like did she smell of cow shite, and her father was strict and wouldn’t let her into town that much, so nothing came of the kiss. Then Shamie was gripped by a disabling awkwardness around girls. He just got shy and tongue-tied, and it was worse for him because his younger brother Scobie could talk any amount of shite to them.


This all came to a head one sunny May Monday, when Scobie snogged the face off Julie Ryan, after the sports day in school, at the back of a field next to a tree known as Dinny’s Hole for no good reason other than there was a large hollow in the middle of it. Shamie had asked Julie out to the pictures earlier that day and she’d said yes, but now his 15-year-old younger brother had ruined it. It went around the school like wildfire. Scobie had wiped his eye. Shamie lost it, and there was a huge fight that their father had to break up. Determined that his two sons would never fall out like that again, their father declared a rule that they would never compete for the same girl from that day forth.


Things only got worse for poor Shamie after that, as Therese started to go out with the Bomber Brennan, a local desperado trying to go straight. Scobie witnessed his brother’s quiet pain as Therese and Bomber got engaged, and no one was as glad as Scobie when the relationship broke up and Shamie managed to somehow make his intentions clear to Therese. The two of them had been truly happy together ever since.


Back in his bedroom, Scobie thought about going out for his walk but the weather was so shit he might have to give it a miss tonight. It was a thing he had taken to ever since he landed back in the town nearly a month ago. He was finding it very hard to sleep, so he would put the coat on and head out around the empty streets of the town. Sometimes he’d end up on the back roads. Out as far as the GAA pitch and the new estate and back into the main street, where three of the four pubs he used to frequent lay empty. Killed off by the last crash. He still felt like he knew every brick and bit of pavement of the place, and the air smelt the same and was a lot cooler than Oz, but on the other hand he felt he didn’t know the place at all. Like the town was a ghost of its former self. Or was he a ghost of his former self? It was as if nobody really saw or knew him anymore.


Scobie had got into the habit of borrowing his mam’s car and spent a lot of time driving around during the day. He drove into the bog and stopped and stared at the browns and blacks and listened to the birds and the breeze and he felt a sort of calm. He walked on the peaty land and met very few people. He avoided people as a rule. Not that he knew many people now anyway. His only venture down the town was to go to the new Lidl on the outskirts to get shopping for the ma.


He did run into Niallers, his old workmate, in Lidl one afternoon. He was pushing a trolley with two wild-looking young lads, and they exchanged chat and Scobie spotted the white hairs on Niallers’ temple and the lines in his face. Good old Niallers, laughing with his big toothy mouth and shaking his head, ‘Ah, sure, ye’d be strangled – Bobby put that down, ye little fecker!’ as his eldest picked up a giant bottle of red lemonade.


Scobie laughed and could see Niallers’ eyes shining with happiness as he dealt with his kids.


‘Last I heard from your ma you were goin’ great guns down below. A steady woman an’ all. I said to her, “Wonders will never cease, Scobie-Wan Kenobi with a steady woman.”’


Scobie laughed. ‘Ah well, you know me, Niallers. It lasted a good while, and she was cool and everything but … things happen.’


Niallers winked at him. ‘Ye fucker, ye. I’d say they did.’


Scobie remembered to ask him ‘How’s Aine?’ like he pitied Niallers in some way for being stuck with the same woman for 15 years while he, Scobie, roamed the earth seducing and discarding women at every turn.


Niallers smiled and shook the head. ‘Ah, grand. Grand. Not a bother, like.’


There was a pause then. Like a ‘we should have loads to catch up on but we don’t really’ kind of awkward, making noises that don’t mean anything like ‘Jeany’ and ‘Jeez’ and ‘Good to see ye’ and ‘we had some great auld nights’. ‘We did’ … ‘We did.’ But neither was really motivated enough to recall any incident from these great nights.


Eventually, Niallers indicated the two boys, who were wreaking havoc in the crisp aisle. ‘I better go. Sure, I might see ye around the town. I don’t get out that much for pints or nothin’ anymore, but like we should …’


Niallers didn’t finish the sentence.


Scobie smiled. ‘Does the Pope shit in the woods?’


Niallers had walked on and laughed, and Scobie had laughed. Neither had been really sure what they were laughing at.


When Scobie did manage to shut his eyes and sleep, he would have nightmares. In one very vivid recurring dream, himself and Shamie and their da found a kangaroo’s head in the bog. Decayed and flies eating out its eyes. Their da picked up the kangaroo’s head and put it on his back, then walked on with Shamie and disappeared into some sort of cloud of red bog dust. Scobie called out for his da and then for Shamie, but he got no answer. When the dust cleared Scobie was on his own and felt a huge wave of anxiety. He would wake up with that feeling lodged in his stomach. Not able to sleep for love nor money. Just like tonight.


He looked at the time. Twenty to three. He thought of a drink on these nights. He had sworn himself off it since he’d got back from Oz. Nevertheless, he couldn’t help picturing the bottle of 12-year-old Scotch downstairs that Cliff kept for special occasions. He thought of creeping down the stairs and reaching for the bottle. Taking off the cap and smelling it and looking at it. And the delicious threat of destruction that he knew it would wreak on his life if he succumbed. He imagined the feeling of the first sip. The burn in the throat. The gradual loosening and tightening of everything as a glass was poured, and another, and one particular part of the brain got switched off and another part of the brain got switched on and was let loose and ran amok, turning everything to shite and you landed home to your mammy Angela and stepdaddy Cliff just in time to turn 40.


In fairness, Cliff made her happy: she giggled a lot with him and her eyes shone, and she deserved all the joy in the world because Scobie remembered that same face being far from happy on so many occasions across the kitchen table. A woman widowed in her late forties. The light gone out in her eyes. It was so strange, but since Scobie had arrived home, he had begun to see her as a woman. Was this because another man regarded her as a sexual being? It was mad when he thought about it. They did it. He’d heard them at it one night. He’d put his earphones on. He’d listened to AC/DC for old times’ sake, and thought of him and Shamie headbanging in the front room. ANGUS. ANGUS. Oh, please, Angus, rock god, block out any sounds coming from the couple next door. Scobie’s mind had wandered to terrible places. He did his best to try and control his thoughts, but they crossed boundaries of decency and led to his mother’s vagina. The place he came out of and into the world is now being occupied by the Viagra-fuelled lad of a … aaaahhhhhhhhhh! Scobie closed his eyes and tried to think of anything else – but he couldn’t deny the fact that his ma was a woman. A person in her own right. A person who was due happiness even if it had come in the shape of a slightly anal English man who supported Sheffield Wednesday.


Scobie looked out at the empty, windswept street. The rain had eased slightly. He would chance it. He had to get out. He put on his clothes, crept downstairs, grabbed the coat and slipped out the front door. Outside, he relished the wind on his face. He had driven around the town at this time of the night on so many occasions, bringing young ones home after the shift or charging around for the craic. Now he walked alone through a town that needed a lick of paint or some sort of make-over. Kelly’s newsagent was gone, where Therese used to work. There was a vape shop there now, next to a tattoo parlour and two charity shops, and that was your lot, really, bar Morgan’s medical hall and a BoyleSports bookies. Dessie the barber had closed down too, where him and Shamie used to get their hair cut every Saturday. The market in the square still happened, but with fewer stalls. Scobie passed Reds night club, which was now called Club 52. The scene of some of his finest hours.


The rain had completely subsided now, so Scobie headed off in the direction of the back road that did a loop around the town. He strolled on out towards the national school and saw himself and Shamie traipsing along the path with heavy school bags and arguing over Euro 88 football stickers. Shamie walking slow because he liked to arrive just before the class started. He hated the playground, because it was all rough and tumble, and lads sitting on you and teasing and being useless at football and hating the outcast group that he was a member of and desperately wanting to be part of the herd. Scobie ran with the herd. He made sure he was a card-carrying member of the mainstream. He was a handy enough GAA player without having to try too hard.


A new teacher, Mr Moore, asked him one day, in fourth class, ‘So, Sean, how did you get the name of Scobie?’


The class laughed. Scobie looked around, loving the attention, sensing, even at nine, that this was gold. The usual way a lad had a nickname was because he got it from his da. Like the Rat Finnegan. Or Mouse Maher, or Fluggy Flynn, but Scobie’s da never had any name other than his own. He was known as Eddie. He drove a truck for a local timber merchant, the words Tyrell’s Timbers emblazoned on the front of the truck.


So, Scobie explained to Mr Moore, ‘Ye see, sir, when I was smaller, like, I’d say that I was only four or four-and-a-half, I started to watch Scooby Doo, and it was my favourite programme. I loved the bit at the end when they took the mask off the monster and it was only some lad pretending. So, sir, I just was mad into Scooby Doo, and Shamie, that’s my older brother, he started calling me Scooby, but my father couldn’t get it right and called me Scobie, and then it just … ye know … I’m Scobie now, like.’


Mr Moore had smiled. He liked Scobie, the way most teachers did when he was that age. Scobie wasn’t up to much with his schoolwork, but he could always manage to charm them.


Scobie looked in through the fencing and laurel bushes at the darkness of the playground beyond. He could still see the birds swooping down on the playground to pick up the crusts of bread left over from a hundred lunch boxes. Even though he was younger than his brother by a year and nine months, he would often have to step in and protect Shamie from people trying to steal his Penguin bar.


The great thrill was when their father dropped them to school some mornings. They’d sit with him up in the cab, and it was especially brilliant if he was delivering a full load of timber. Sometimes they’d sing the song out of Convoy and shout, ‘Hey, Rubber Ducky’, at the tops of their lungs. The truck would roar to a halt outside the gates of the school, scaring the shite out of the other parents and kids. Sometimes Eddie would even honk the horn for the craic, as the two lads hopped down from the cab. Scobie loved it. Shamie was not so at ease with the attention, but deep down he got a kick out of the grand entrance. Eddie would wave to them then and rev up and drive off.


Scobie could see Eddie very clearly now in his mind’s eye. Sometimes he couldn’t picture his face properly, as if it had faded from his memory, but now he was getting a very clear signal. A full, unpixelated image of the man who left this world on 7 August 2004. Aged 50. He had been complaining of headaches, and like any self-respecting Irish man he avoided the doctor and took Panadol until the headaches got so bad that he could barely drive the truck. Angela insisted that he make an appointment with the local GP, Doc Byrne, and he referred Eddie to hospital in Dublin to get X-rays.


Scobie remembered the day being just a normal Thursday. Coming home from work at the site with Shamie. Parking up their pride and joy, the red BMW 3 Series, in the front yard of the house, like they always did. Bounding in the back door, ready to eat a farmer’s arse through a hedge and expecting the smell of the dinner. But today there was no smell in the kitchen. The oven was off, and there was no sign of Ma hard at it. They found her and Da in the sitting room. In a weird silence. They were sitting together on the sofa, which was very unusual. Their faces were pinched and worried and drained of colour, and Da smiled at them and told his two sons to sit down.


Angela found it hard to look either of them in the eye as Eddie Donoghue cleared his throat to speak: ‘They found somethin’. A brain tumour. Maybe a second one. They’re too far gone so, like … sin é.’


Scobie remembered staring at the photo of them on their wedding day, which had pride of place on the mantelpiece over the fire, Angela looking like a million dollars and the da coming over all Steve McQueen. Eddie loved Steve McQueen and Clint, and all the strong, silent ones. He had made his two sons sit with him and watch all the classic westerns in this very room, and later, when they got older, he insisted that they watch Steve McQueen in Bullitt, and the boys were suitably impressed with the famous car chase up and down the mad streets of San Francisco.


Scobie looked back at Eddie. He had either finished speaking or was taking a very long pause. Shamie couldn’t wait for that to be decided. ‘What do ye mean, Da?’


Eddie slowly rubbed his hand over his arm as if he was unconsciously soothing himself. Angela held his other hand. The lads noticed this, as their parents, as a rule, were not overly tactile with each other.


Eddie’s eyes narrowed, and his voice sounded tight. ‘It’s terminal, boys. I’m not coming out of this. They give me six months. Maybe more. Maybe less.’


Shamie instinctively went over to them on the sofa and put his arms around them both. That broke everything. No words. Just the sound of quiet sobbing. Eddie looked to Scobie but he did not move. His eyes were clear. He had no tears. Angela gestured at him to come over and join the family. Scobie shook his head. To do that would be to accept the unacceptable. Eddie Donoghue did not get sick. Eddie Donoghue drove trucks, hauled timber and had hurled for the town, and he was fit and strong. He was not sick. Scobie backed away out of the sitting room. He backed away from his own flesh and blood as they tried to find some ounce of comfort and solace. All Scobie felt was a coldness in his veins. A hardening of his heart.


He hopped back in the car and backed out of the yard and screeched on away out the road and picked up Fidelma, a girl from Castle Hill Park, who he’d been kinda seeing on and off, and he whisked her out the bog road and parked up in a spot covered by trees and he leaned over and kissed her passionately on the mouth. Fidelma was taken aback, but kind of thrilled that she could drive him so wild. Scobie mauled her breasts and sucked and kissed her mouth and tongue and grabbed her hand and put it over his crotch.


‘I need you,’ he kept saying. ‘I need you now.’


Fidelma was excited by this show of desire. She opened up her legs. She was willing to be needed like this.


Scobie wasn’t hanging around. He took her into the back seat. It didn’t take long. Fidelma had never known him to be that rough, or to finish that quickly. He pulled out of her and sighed, and then he cried. Fidelma tried to take his hand. He pushed it away. He put the keys in the ignition and started up the car. Fidelma was left at her doorstep at the back end of Castle Hill Park. Her mother, with a fag in her gob, parted the curtain to look out at her and the departing car. Fidelma stood there, and all her daydreams of a house and garden and little Scobies running around disappeared in a puff of smoke.


Scobie turned away from the school and headed for home. It was near enough to five o’clock, and he was beginning to feel the bite of the bitterly cold December morning. He began to think about the week ahead, and his fortieth birthday, and how he’d avoid any sort of fuss, but his ma was determined to mark it. Scobie headed on past the church and thought of his father in the graveyard across the road. He thought about going in to see the headstone. He heard his father’s voice in his head.


‘Well, Scobe, what’s the story?’


Lying in the hospital. Not much time left. On the way out. Himself and Shamie and Ma holding a constant bedside vigil. The night before Eddie went, Scobie was left alone for an hour with him. Eddie Donoghue was only semi-conscious, but he leant into Scobie and murmured, ‘You and Shamie are to look after her. We all owe her so much … you know that. She always put the three of us first. Especially me. No care for herself.’


His eyes dropped shut again, and it was the last thing Scobie ever heard his father utter on the planet Earth. Fourteen words forever etched somewhere in his brain, but that he hadn’t thought about in a long time.


Out of nowhere, Scobie heard footsteps hurrying down the road behind him. He swung around. A girl was walking towards him. She had a red party dress on. Make-up smudged. She’d been crying. She was young, pretty, maybe around 20 or 21. The closer she got to Scobie, the more lost and alone she looked. She reminded him so strongly of someone, but he just couldn’t put his finger on who it was. She was shivering with the cold. Scobie had an urge to throw his coat around her. The girl glanced in Scobie’s direction, surprised that anyone else would be mad enough to be walking around at this hour of the morning in the shit weather. Scobie nodded at her and was about to ask if she was okay when a car sped into view and pulled up sharply.


A man in his thirties got out quickly. He had a jacket, which he immediately draped over the girl. He had an air of unruffled authority about him. He threw a very direct glance in Scobie’s direction and smiled. ‘Okay?’


Scobie nodded back at him. The girl shook her head and went to walk away. The man grabbed hold of her arm.


Scobie instinctively stepped forward. ‘Hey, boss, what’s the story, like?’


The man smiled again. He seemed very composed. ‘No story. It’s a private matter. A disagreement at home. I’m a family friend. Just helping out.’


While keeping a firm grip on the girl, the man pulled out a wallet of some sort from his inside pocket. He held it out so Scobie could see who he was. A photo ID. Garda Padraig Delaney.


‘I work with her father. Sergeant Eamon Freeman.’


Scobie now knew who the girl was. He knew why she looked so familiar to him. He couldn’t help but have a pornographic flashback to the time himself and this girl’s mother, Deirdre Freeman, went at it hammer and tongs. He’d got the mother of three high as a kite on an ecstasy tablet, and then had the most ‘horn on a brass monkey’ kinda ridin’ that had stayed with him forever.


This was ages ago. Sometime in 2005. It was when she was going through some deep, restless shit with her marriage, and Scobie’s flute was being played for comfort. He hadn’t minded of course. He’d loved it. But then he started to think about her and want her, and for two weeks he thought that he was in love, which of course he wasn’t. It had just been an infatuation fuelled by the exciting, snatched sexual encounters and thrill of going offside with the sergeant’s wife.


Garda Delaney guided the girl back into his car. ‘That’s it, Keelan. Your dad will be worried about ye.’


Keelan seemed to decide to give in and do as she was told, and she got in and shut the car door behind her. Garda Delaney nodded to Scobie again, and he said, ‘I don’t know you. Are you from the town?’


‘Oh, I am. Scobie Donoghue. I was away in Oz for the guts of ten years.’


‘Ah, right. Good man. We might keep this to ourselves. Save the poor girl the embarrassment.’


Scobie nodded. ‘Sure, yeah, whatever.’


‘Good to meet you, Scobie.’ Delaney tipped his finger to his head in a friendly gesture of ‘See ye around’, and got into the car. Scobie stood and watched as they drove away. The last time he’d seen Keelan she was only 10 or 11. A quiet young one by all accounts, but puberty can do terrible things to ye. Scobie couldn’t help feeling that there was an odd tension about the girl. Like all was not as it seemed. But what the fuck did he know. Maybe it was just him. He felt as odd as fuck these days, and not even a drink to steady himself up. Scobie grabbed hold of his coat collars and pulled them up. The rain was beginning to spill again. He hunkered down and headed for home.




two


Angela


Angela was all ready for a big blowout for her son’s birthday. He hadn’t been around for the last ten of them, so now she was determined to make a proper occasion of this one. ‘I thought we’d get the back room in McKeon’s and invite a few people. We have to celebrate the big four-oh!’


Scobie was clearly aghast at the idea. ‘No way, Ma. Like, I’m off the drink for the moment, okay, so I’d just like to keep it low-key.’


‘But it’s your fortieth,’ Angela persisted.


‘Will ye let it go now? Bake a cake or, actually, don’t bother. We’ll just ignore it. I’d be grand with that. We’ll just pretend it didn’t happen. Who the fuck cares!’


Angela was upset and worried. Her son was not the same man as the one who’d gone away in 2009. He was much older looking, but it was more than that. His face had dropped. He was a bit jowly, even. His eyes were heavier, and he carried a general weight on his shoulders, as if he was weary of the world. Her heart felt heavy for him, but anything she said seemed to just aggravate the situation.


‘I was so sorry to hear about Ella. There’s no way ye might get back together?’ she’d asked him one night around the dinner table as they’d dug into a chicken broccoli bake.


‘Not going to happen,’ he’d mumbled through a mouthful of food.


‘Was it a mutual decision?’


‘Yeah, no. I dunno. I can’t remember, it’s over anyway.’


He continued eating, and she hadn’t been able to prise anything out of him. She had even sent Cliff to Lidl with him one day, on a fact-finding mission. Maybe a man-to-man chat might help her to ascertain some of the goings-on in Oz and what his future plans might be. But Cliff returned with no new information in his report to her.


‘I offered him work, like, told him there was loads of building starting up again. But he just said no thanks.’


Angela absolutely insisted on a fortieth, no matter what. Her son needed cheering up. Even if it was just Scobie, herself and Cliff around the table at home. She had been busy all day making the things that he and Shamie had loved as kids. Rice Krispie buns and Belford biscuits with jam in the middle and a chocolate or icing top.


Angela laughed. ‘Remember I used to do the jellies and write all the first letters of each child’s name with cream? Used to take ages with me having to remember all their names.’


Angela produced a present for Scobie, one that she was sure he’d need. She watched him open it, and he found a collection of socks and boxer shorts and two heavy jumpers. ‘For the winter, like. You won’t be used to the cold after Oz, unless you’re thinking of going back there.’


She was hoping Scobie might reveal something of his plans, but he said nothing, leaned over and kissed Angela and went to shake hands with Cliff but found that he was suddenly being enveloped into a tight bear hug. ‘Happy birthday, Scobe. Good to have you back.’


Angela could see that Scobie got out of the hug as soon as he could. She made him put the jumpers up to his chest to see if they would fit. ‘They look a bit on the small side,’ she said. Angela couldn’t help but catch sight of Scobie’s newly acquired gut, which he had to hold in or otherwise it would spill out over his belt and jeans.


‘Too much of the Aussie beer and shrimp on the barbie,’ quipped Cliff in the worst attempt at an Australian accent in history.


Scobie laughed and patted the belly. ‘I’ll get rid of this in no time.’


Angela pointed to her own tummy. ‘I’ll have to do something as well.’


Cliff, rosy-cheeked from the wine, leaned over and kissed Angela. ‘Not at all. I’ll take as much of you as I can get.’


She could sense Scobie’s discomfort as he looked away to the television and sipped his cup of tea. She didn’t care. She was a bit tipsy on the mid-priced supermarket red wine, so she whipped up a Rice Krispie bun and proceeded to let Cliff eat out of her hand. She was a bit pissed off with Scobie anyway, so feck him. Cliff had been making a big effort all night, but Scobie had barely exchanged two words with him.


Cliff was undeterred. Bolstered by the few jars, he turned to Scobie and launched into a story. ‘There was this young lad I worked with on a site in London who was called Blacksod, after the bay in Mayo where he was born. I mean, this lad didn’t know what his real name was, as he had always been called Blacksod. Anyway, he was wired to the moon this lad, mad as a brush but kinda soft underneath it all.’


Angela prayed that there would be some point to the story and he wasn’t just rambling.


Cliff went on, in full flow: ‘He was mad for trying to get me to go to Kilburn with him at the weekends to go on the piss and pull women. So one weekend I agreed. The other lads said I was mad, as Blacksod liked fighting more than anything else. That I’d better be prepared for a scrap if I was going into the Kilburn clubs and pubs with him. I liked the young lad though, so one Saturday I joined him in the Galtymore ballroom, and soon enough Blacksod turned and started getting all mouthy to people. I went to the lav and had a think about doing a runner, but when I came back, Blacksod had pints and whiskeys lined up for me and I got rightly tanked up, and sure enough, before I knew it, Blacksod was causing bloody mayhem and I was right bang in the centre of it and …’


Cliff paused to take a drink. He looked to Angela. ‘I ended up with two black eyes and a swollen face. Two teeth knocked out and a ruptured rib.’


Angela laid her hand in Cliff’s and squeezed it. ‘God love ye.’ Then Angela shook her head and slapped his hand. ‘Ye fuckin’ eejit.’ She said this lightly with a laugh; it was a way they had with each other. The tongue-in-cheek quip or slag, which held no edge – just an ease that she appreciated more than she could express to him.


Cliff grinned, but turned his gaze towards Scobie. ‘I didn’t drink for three months after that. So I get it, you know. Giving up the drink like. No harm. Just for a while.’


Scobie nodded. ‘No harm.’


‘Did anything happen you, like?’ Angela asked. ‘Did ye have a run-in or anything?’


Scobie shook his head. Cliff eyed Angela to let it go. She smiled and took his hand and squeezed it again. He was right. Now was not the time.


Angela had first met Cliff when he’d been foreman on the building site that Shamie and Scobie worked on in the mid-nough-ties. He was clumsy and overeager at first, trying too hard and full of an insecurity that had both annoyed and endeared him to Angela. He’d been lonely in the town, going out to Reds nightclub, trying to chat up girls half his age, and the lads used to slag and laugh at him. Too much aftershave, bad polo necks and cheesy chat-up lines. He even bought an iguana from Fox Foley’s pet store, but he got locked one night and the iguana escaped from the flat and ended up by the canal and scared the shite out of a child and had to be put down. Angela roared laughing when he told her this, and she could see that he no longer felt embarrassed about it. She was so pleased that he was able to tell her things that he said he’d never dreamed he would ever tell any woman. About how his heart felt free to burst with love and affection for her, and his need to spend the rest of his days with her. Angela had never experienced such undying declarations. Eddie had uttered the odd word of affection and love, but if she was honest with herself, there had been too many times when she had felt a kind of loneliness with him.


‘My first marriage wasn’t perfect, Cliff,’ she’d said one evening as they lay in the bed. ‘But we did what had to be done. I was mad for him, ye know, physically, but he could be an odd fish. He could be there, with us, in the house, and then he could make strange, disappear or something, into himself.’


She said no more than that. She didn’t need to. She had been so young the first time around, and had felt so lucky to be marrying Eddie Donoghue, the best-looking lad in the town, the envy of all her friends at the shoe factory, where she’d gone straight after school. Nine to five, six days a week, sticking the heels on high-end fashion ladies’ shoes. Eddie was quiet on the big day, as was his usual demeanour, and she had an ache in her belly at the reception afterwards, because he didn’t seem to be as happy as she felt he should be, or at least he didn’t express it. She was very aware of the two empty spaces at the top table where his parents would have been sitting if they had been invited. But he had insisted that they were not welcome.


‘They didn’t give me nor me brother any kind of proper rearing. Just the opposite, in fact. I won’t be talkin’ to them for as long as I live.’


It saddened Angela to her core to hear that you could hold that much resentment towards the people who had brought you into the world. Her own ma and da had shyly smiled and nodded all the way through the day, as their only child, born to them when they were both in their forties, took to the floor for the first dance. ‘Wonderful Tonight’ by Eric Clapton, which was Angela’s favourite slow song. Eddie had danced out of duty and then sat out the rest of the night. But she knew that he loved her in his own way.


She could see Cliff grow in stature as their relationship got more serious, as if he trusted himself and who he was for the first time. After a few years together, he asked her to marry him.


When Angela met his mother, Ethel, for the first time, at the wedding, she could see immediately how her son might have struggled with basic self-esteem.


Cliff explained to Angela that Ethel had been in what she called the entertainment business in her younger days. She had danced and sung in revues, pantos and musicals, mostly in rep, travelling around the country, staying in dodgy boarding houses and existing on pork pies and gin. Ethel had nearly been in the very first of the Carry On movies with Kenneth Williams, and when she missed out, she took to the bed for a week and decided to give in and accept a proposal of marriage from Ian Jones, a steady if rather dull post office clerk who had adored her for years. Ethel knuckled down to domesticity, had her only son two months prematurely, in a hospital in Leeds, naming him after her favourite singer, Cliff Richard, whom she had met once after a show in the Liverpool Playhouse. Cliff said that he hadn’t taken after his mother in terms of ever wanting to tread the boards, but he did retain some of her wandering spirit. He certainly didn’t want to end up like his buttoned-up father, who had pandered to Ethel’s every wish until his death in the early noughties.


Angela dealt with her new mother-in-law in a very friendly but very firm ‘I am not one to be pushed around, so don’t fucking try it’ manner, which, Cliff told her, made him love his new wife all the more.


It had been a perfect day, even though neither of her sons were able to make it back from Oz for the occasion.


‘Sure, they weren’t there for me first wedding either,’ joked Angela, determined not to let it spoil the day.


Cliff told Angela how much he loved her at hourly intervals, and she never grew tired of it. He would cherish her and never let her go. He was warm and childlike and opened his mouth sometimes without thinking, and she wasn’t sure whether the two lads respected him fully but she didn’t care. She felt a great ease with him. Her tummy relaxed and softened around him.


Angela curled up with Cliff on the sofa now, as a film was starting on the television. It was an English romcom with people falling in and out of love, the kind of thing that Angela pretended to think was ‘shite’ but secretly enjoyed.


‘It’s what do ye call it. Love Actually.’


‘Shite actually,’ said Scobie.


Angela was beginning to feel tipsy after just the two glasses of wine. As Shamie used to say, ‘Ma, ye wouldn’t drink spring water.’


She looked across at Scobie, who had a face like a smacked arse, grimacing as Hugh Grant did the dance around Number 10.


Then Cliff rubbed his hands together, easing up out of the chair. ‘So, anyone for a nice little whiskey?’


Angela shook her head. ‘Ah, no, I’m grand, Cliff.’ She knew she’d reached her limit. A drop more and she’d be neither use nor ornament.


Cliff fetched the bottle from the cupboard. ‘Scobie, I have a bottle of Baileys in here, surely you could have a small glass, lots of ice.’


Scobie shook his head. Cliff poured himself a measure of his 12-year-old malt and Angela put her head on his shoulder, thinking that it was a good thing that her son was taking a break from the jar. She got the feeling there’d been a fair bit of drinking in Oz, so it was no harm in him giving the system a chance to recuperate.


Cliff looked every inch the contented man. He was ready to hold forth now on the state of the nation. Angela would have preferred a bit of ciúnas, as she loved the bit where your man who does Mr Bean makes a big song and dance about wrapping the present for the cheating husband. But she left Cliff off to have his say, and with any luck he’d settle then and sip his whiskey, as happy as a pig in shite.


‘Housing,’ announced Cliff. ‘That’s the big issue. Even in this town there’s nothing to rent, let alone buy. People are getting antsy, Scobie. Ye hear people around the town talking about too many immigrants. I mean, there is a fierce amount of foreign people knocking around now. A load of Poles and Eastern Europeans still here, and there’s Chinese and even a few Mongolians. And like, that’s fine, but they kinda keep themselves to themselves.’


Angela interjected, as she had no problem with people arriving in, as long as they were genuine folk just wanting the best for their families, ‘Well sure, their English wouldn’t be great, so it’s hard to fully, ye know, join in.’


Cliff pressed on. ‘I’m just tellin’ ye what I hear – that these people stay at home to drink. Never go to a pub. They don’t spend in the town. They shell out the few euro in Lidl, but that’s it. The money is being sent home. Which is fine, and they’re totally entitled to do it, but it’s fuck-all use to here. To this place.’


Angela lifted her head off his shoulder and gave Cliff a sharp look. ‘I know exactly the type of people sayin’ that kind of thing.’


Cliff went on. ‘They’ll start looking for certain types of people to vote for. Like they do in England.’


Angela shook her head. ‘I know, all right. And as I say to them, who are we to be anti-immigrant and we in every country in the world? Irish people are like rats, you’re never more than ten feet from one!’ She settled back into Cliff’s shoulder. ‘We’re not gone as bad as your shower of Brexit eejits.’ She glanced up at Cliff to see if she’d got the rise out of him.


‘That shower are nothing to do with me,’ protested Cliff.


Angela laughed and kissed his cheek. ‘I know, I know. I’m only trying to annoy ye.’


Angela’s phone sounded and she pulled it out and let out a squeal of excitement as Shamie Jr’s face appeared on her screen. He was standing in his swimming trunks beside the pool. Angela lifted the phone so Scobie could see him.


‘How are ye, Shamie, how are ye, love? Look at ye. I swear you’re growing every time I see ye.’ Angela felt a leap in her heart. He really was the sweetest boy on God’s earth.


Shamie Jr nodded politely but looked off camera as if he was being given a signal. ‘I want to talk to Uncle Scobie.’


Scobie moved in beside Angela and gave his best dinosaur growl into the camera.


Shamie Jr laughed, but was concentrated on the task in hand. ‘Dear Uncle Scobie. We miss you very much every day and hope to see you soon. But until then …’ He took a big breath and started to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to Scobie. Shamie and Therese joined in off camera. Scobie watched with a huge smile on his face. Angela was close to tears and Cliff sipped his whiskey and squeezed her hand. They applauded loudly when the child finished the song.


Scobie gave him a big thumbs up. ‘Shamie Jr, you’re some man for one man.’ Scobie let out a growl, getting louder and twisting his face into contortions.


‘I’m calling back to the spaceship to send down my special laser gun to kill the monster,’ said Shamie Jr, thrilled that a ‘monster’ game had started.


Therese intervened. ‘Okay, this is earth calling. Your lunch hour is nearly over. He has to be back in school in five minutes!’


There was a chorus of, ‘Ah, Mam, can I not skip this afternoon?!’


Therese insisted. ‘Listen, Space Ranger, that’s it now.’


Scobie stepped in. ‘Ah sure, I’ll call ye real soon and read you the rest of that story. What was it? We never got to finish it.’


‘The Land That Time Forgot,’ said Shamie Jr immediately. ‘Like it’s set on a prehistoric island with a giant volcano which is about to erupt and these lads off a World War II submarine get caught in the place and have to fight pterodactyls and triceratops and of course T-Rexes.’


Shamie moved into the screen and took his son’s hand. ‘We better move, Scobe. I hope you’re doing good. I’ll give ye a call soon. Have a proper chat.’


‘Bye, Uncle Scobie.’


‘Thanks so much. See ye soon, bud.’


Therese stuck her head in and smiled and waved. The image disappeared.


The joy and love of the young lad thousands of miles away had lit up the room, and for a moment, Angela felt that things would be all A-okay with her son. He was just taking time out from a break-up. He’d soon get back to the land of the living. Angela felt a pull inside of her, between hoping he’d stay around and knowing deep down that he was better off in Oz, or somewhere else.


Still, Angela had really liked Ella. She’d been to Melbourne three years previously with Cliff and had really taken to Scobie’s girlfriend. She saw the good effect Ella was having on her son. She was bright, full of attitude and affectionate, but took no shite from him either. She had a bit of a wild side, was a bit of craic, but was knuckling down to something, having just recently gone back to college to study teaching.
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‘I loved this book and how it deals so perfectly
with small-town life, family secrets and
generational trauma.’ LIZ NUGENT





