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‘And now, Enoch, I invented all things I have told you about, all you have seen on earth, all things you have written in these books . . . I have put a chart on earth and ordered the ages to be preserved, and the writing of your fathers to be preserved that it will not perish in the flood I shall unleash upon your people.’
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Prologue





Winter 1984


The Rua it was named because of its rusty colour when it gnashed and roared in flood, pouring through the valley’s slopes to finally consummate with the sea at the mouth of Ballo Harbour.


On the first day of November in the year of ’84, that enduring river turned on the town of Murn. You will remember it if you were there: clouds gathered overhead like great black cattle, the sun dimmed and the air was charged with augury, a sense of the imminent, the never-heard-tell-of close at hand.


The things of nature sensed it first. Rats could be seen ferrying their young further up the incline of the bank. Horses were skittish, dogs chewed their leashes. No birdsong could be heard – even the wizened, weird old herons had disappeared. Spiders climbed the branches of the trees to spin new webs, cocooning the leaves with silver gauze. And down the banks a boy gathering insects in a jar stared mesmerised as worms emerged winding from the soil.


The rain began. Spots of water smacked off the paths and then the downfall quickly thickened to a deluge that within an hour flooded the gutters and left the roads slick and gleaming. All day long rainfall flogged the grass and stones and beat down the sycamores and stripped the cones from the stands of pines. The current picked up speed and the river swelled to the lip of its banks and churned muck turned it claret. And now the siege was on.


The hard men and the horseshoe-throwing boys smoked and spat and kept watch on the river’s rise from the doorway of the saddlery, making wagers on when the swell might gain the quay. Two more days of steady downpour it took, and then that renegade Rua breached its embankments and almost at once the promenade was a lake that rose and kept on rising until landmarks were submerged. One entire oak, old and rotten but still a mighty oak, was pulled from its moorings and upended completely, and then drifted off like a toppled god. There were landslides on the railway track, all services suspended. The handball alley filled with dirty sluicewater, rubbish floating on the surface like bits of shipwreck. Local radio issued flood damage updates on the hour. Everywhere was besieged and soaked as that bloated old river conquered the valley slopes and threatened the town’s worried heart.


Nearly a week of this before the rain eased off and the sky began to clear. On the morning of November seventh, the first full day of pale sunlight following six long days of gloom, the body of Iggy Ellis, a twenty-six-year-old security guard with an address at New Larkin Park, was found washed up some three miles downstream. Some said he’d been seen in Hyland’s the night before, throwing shorts down his neck as if to douse a fire.


Two days after that, the centre-forward for the under-twenty-one hurling team, Owen Cody, was recovered by a dredging crew clearing silt from the river’s bed – some said he’d stormed out of a training session after a row with the trainer Tommy Lennon. That Sunday night, twenty-five-year-old single farmer Isaac Miller got up from the breakfast table, filled his pockets with stones, went for a walk and did not return. Then the remains of an unidentified male were found floating in a still pond under the railway bridge at the end of the promenade. And on November twelfth the body of fifth-year student Nicky Wickham was recovered at Marlhole Point.


The number of those drowned or reported missing continued to rise as the flood ran its course. Townsfolk were called down to the morgue to identify bodies, some relieved when they couldn’t verify the deceased, others when they could. Television and radio crews appeared and reporters thrust out microphones and questioned locals about this drowning epidemic. The locals clammed up or stammered if you please to be left alone.


By now the floodwaters had begun to draw back within the river’s banks. Waterfront residents readied themselves for the dismantling of floodgates and sandbag dams as plumbers and electricians poked through debris. The riverfront was a jumble of furniture, ruined books, skips filled with sodden bits and pieces. Restoration of quayside properties would run to many thousands, the wireless said. But the world beyond Murn continued on: reports of nuclear power protests and the latest on the miners’ strikes, fallout from the Brighton Hotel bombings, famine in Ethiopia, four more years of Ronald Reagan.


On the morning of Sunday November eighteenth, eighteen days after the rain began, the parish priest Father John Callaghan approached his pulpit in St Cecilia’s church. His face that day was gaunt, and his eyes were clouded as they searched and beseeched the faces of the congregation. He spoke into the microphone and the church resounded with a single word.


‘Why?’


They sat in rows, the survivors, the plodding on, heads bowed and hands clasped between their knees, both embarrassed by the priest and for him, because they had no answer to the question. The only one who knew was God, and no one would presume to speak for Him.


The priest invoked the Great Flood in the Bible and wondered if their earth so offended the sight of Our Lord that He would smite them with another deluge, and that the river would steal away so many. He voiced disbelief that the town of Murn could have affronted God so grievously that He would renege on His promise – rainbows our reminder – to never again destroy the world with water. Next time, He had promised, it would be with fire.


‘Is our wickedness so great? Is mankind beyond redemption?’ the priest demanded. ‘I say that we are not. If we are to be saved, however, we must petition Him. We must raise our voices in prayer and let our virtue shine to the heavens, that He might see our goodness and spare us this affliction. The cursed folk of Egypt once marked their doors with blood so that the spirit of death might pass and spare their firstborn sons. We will not mark our doors with blood. We will confront darkness with light. We must put candles in the windows of our hearts, lit by the fire of the Holy Ghost.’


At this point he came down to stand among the congregation, and even now, without the benefit of amplification, his every syllable was heard.


‘I do not know whether this flood is God’s will or Satan’s,’ he said. ‘My name is not Noah and this church is no ship all covered in pitch. But we can make it our ark. We can shelter here from the flood’s wrath and take refuge in prayer and hymn and wait until the first bird returns with the leaf held in her beak.’


With this he swept back up the aisle and regained the pulpit and stooped so close over the microphone you could hear his every breath.


‘Until that day,’ he said, ‘when a new rainbow lights up the sky, we must be vigilant. Because we know neither the day nor the hour, nor whom the river will next take.’


And now he turned away from the congregation. The front rows all sat with faces ashen, aware that many friends and relatives of those lost were present, still raw with grief. Even the bovine old boys at the back of the church smelling of pub and wet dog, their overcoats fuming as they leaned against the radiators – even these old duffers shuffled with discomfort.


The priest’s words were answered by the river. That week she returned three more bodies. On Monday November nineteenth a man’s remains were spotted snagged in weeds by the slipway, so old and decayed the medical examiner could not estimate a time of death – he might have been a decade in the water, maybe longer. Then a young woman’s body was recovered at the mouth of Ballo Harbour on November twentieth. Then Billy Litt, yard man at Carbury’s Abattoir, found November twenty-first.


And then it stopped.


Three days, five days, a week without further fatalities, and the town of Murn held its breath. Within ten days of the last reported disappearance, all but two of the bodies had been recovered. News reports took on an air of finality. Over a period of fourteen days, nine souls, most of them aged between eighteen and twenty-seven, were taken by the river. Some of the papers put the toll as high as twelve, some as low as eight, but they were mistaken.


No one had an explanation. No local wanted to discuss it. If mentioned at all, it was obliquely, furtively, because it resisted all logic. Officials talked of inquiries, sociologists spoke of in-depth studies, but when the death count halted and it became clear that there was nothing more to say, the television crews and reporters and professors packed up and moved on.


The end of November brought bitter winds that petrified the fields. The Rua froze solid for the first time in twenty-eight years, gleaming like a hockey rink under the sodium streetlights. Children sported and skated upon the river’s banks, oblivious to the secrets sealed beneath. Folk stopped indoors and built fires and ran hairdryers over pipes and the talk was of water shortages and a near-religious longing for a thaw.


On the feast of St Francis Xavier, quayside residents and hotel guests were woken by gunshot reports and a local man was seen on the slipway, shotgun stock braced against his shoulder, discharging rounds into the Rua. But no matter how many shells he pumped into the ice, he could not kill the river. The squad car arrived and Sergeant Davin appealed to the man to put down the gun. The man fled, and the ice began to crack.


Slowly things returned to normal, or what passed for normal. Christmas was a painful affair for many households, but it came and went, and soon a new year had begun.


And so the deep wound the river carved began to heal in time as the events of that winter receded in the common memory. The nightmare faded, became assimilated into lore, an old fable or a fairytale curse, the details growing ever murkier. Only the river knew, and the river wasn’t telling.


This is all years ago now, of course. The young probably know little of it while their elders prefer to let the matter lie. But it’s never far from certain minds, certain souls who hear the river and remember that early winter, like a recurring dream of a time outside of time, a month on no calendar at all.


Sometimes the river’s current sings soothingly in their dreams, babbling its lullaby. It says it knows where the bodies are buried, but will keep their secret, all their secrets, the whole town’s secrets, the river air malarial with secrecy. Thou shalt not kill, the river whispers, is only the fifth commandment. Compared to certain ends, death is a mercy.


And in their dreams the townsfolk do not speak. Because they do not wish to rouse the river.
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Enoch O’Reilly and the Holy Ghost Radio



















Enoch’s Last Stand





31 October 1984, the night before the flood


Deep inside the bowels of Ballo Manor, Enoch O’Reilly sits in a swivel chair in his father’s cellar, staring gloomily into the flickering screen before him.


His mind is churned to froth by the whirl of choppers’ rotor blades, the whomp-whomp-whomp of herons’ wings. A sine wave pattern eddies across the glass. His face is rendered Hallowe’enly by the light cast from that cold intelligence, an unblinking eye into which a man might look (and be looked upon, some say).


This man looks like death warmed up: wax complexion, hair lank and manky, his eyes sad pools beneath the black ice of tinted lenses. Yes, Enoch O’Reilly has borne and witnessed better days. See how his hand trembles as it tips Glenfiddich into a china teacup and then he knocks it back and broods and fumes and broods some more and thinks FINKS, SONSABITCHES and many other epithets for the demons that besiege his brain, hell-bent on his ruination as they ruined other giants of men before him.


Enoch gulps the last of the malt and hurls the teacup against the wall and the cackle that follows sounds a bit non-sequitur hanging in the air, a bit oops-upside-the-head. He pushes his swivel chair back on its wheels revealing the Anson & Deeley boxlock-action double-barrelled shotgun broken open across his knee. Two bright orange cartridges wide as Smarties tubes are snuggled in the breech, and suddenly he is very weary, weary in his bones and in his balls, no two ways about it, sickandfuckintired of life itself, twenty-seven years of this shit and in the end it comes to less than naught.


So this is Enoch’s last stand. The siege is near its end, and here is where a man might discern the stuff of which he’s really made. They will not lock him in a rubber room to rave away his days. Enoch O’Reilly will leave this world like a fucking warrior monk.


He removes his glasses, bought so many moons ago when Elvis Presley still walked up and down upon the earth, may God have mercy on his soul. The frames are large and ostentatious, almost aviator shades, tinted like a limo’s windows. One thought begets the next and now it’s the King besieged by his own demons and discharging firearms indoors and spouting Corinthians: We see through a glass darkly, friends . . . When I was a child I spoke like a child but there comes a time we put those childish things away . . .


But here we must interrupt our ruminations, for Enoch snaps the shotgun shut. His uncanny eyes stare into twin-barrelled nothingness and see his own nothingness reflected. He bends his head almost reverently and his lips engulf the cold metal of the barrel. His thumbs conspire around the triggers, and the metal tastes so very sour.


Now, as Enoch’s thumbs curl tighter, an old joke jackintheboxes in his thoughts.


What’s the last thing to go through a fly’s mind when it hits the windscreen?


Its arse.


A cheap gag.


A cheaper one: go on breathing long enough and you become your father, hardwired to do the very things you swore you never ever would. Your parents might deny you the facts of life, but never the facts of death. They teach you by example and suddenly they disappear off the face of the earth or rot away in hospital wards tended by sad-eyed country nurses. Yes, our parents die and teach us how to die in turn.


He will not go like that.


So hold your breath, for now Enoch’s thumbs, they whiten.


 


+ + + + + + + + +
















Enoch O’Reilly & the King





1956–1969


Enoch O’Reilly then. Born into a big old house known as Ballo Manor, twenty miles south of Murn, just beyond the village of Mweelrooney – although they won’t thank you for reminding them – in December ’56, the year that Elvis released ‘Blue Moon’. And just as the King was Gladys’s pride and joy (and what a name was Gladys Love Smith) Enoch too was his mother’s dote. He was not the first seed to take root in her womb, but the first she brought to term, and grateful for an answer to her nightly petitions she spoiled her only child with meringues and tarts until he was round and plump. He has such lovely eyes, she said, his father’s eyes, though the neighbours thought them almost goatish.


Throughout the tender years the boy longs to meet his hero Elvis Aaron Presley and torments himself with fantasies of what it would be like to sit and converse with the King. During study sessions at Christian Cub Camp – his mother’s idea – when bogged down by the Bible’s begats and endless miracling and parabling, Enoch finds that if he simply swaps the multifarious names of God with Elvis, the riddles of scripture reveal themselves and he can commit vast tracts to memory.


Presley’s 40 Golden Greats (Pickwick) provides Enoch’s childhood soundtrack, a Christmas gift only surrendered by his mother Kathleen after she’d inscribed the sleeve with a quote from St John’s gospel: ‘Little children, keep yourselves from idols.’ Softly crooned spirituals and sentimental songs such as ‘Peace in the Valley’ and ‘Old Shep’ soothe Enoch’s Sunday mornings, while on Saturday evenings boogie-woogie numbers like ‘Hound Dog’ and ‘Jailhouse Rock’ rumpus through that creaky, draughty parlour. His party piece those evenings is ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ with a hairbrush for a microphone, Kathleen beaming, his father barely hiding a pained grimace.


A former radio operator in the army, Frank O’Reilly has the appearance of a military man to the soles of his spit-shined shoes. Never once does Enoch see his father in pyjamas or dressing gown. The man is booted and suited within seconds of his clock’s shrill alarm, always set for 5 a.m.


Frank for his part often expresses concern to Kathleen over his boy’s soft hands, the folds of belly like flabby grins, and is forever sending Enoch out of that dank and mildewed house to get a lick of sun on his face or walk some of the blubber off, even though he himself spends every hour God sends in shadow.


A driven man is Frank O’Reilly, no sooner home from his electrical business in Mweelrooney than he disappears into his cellar to listen to meteorological reports and consult charts and sit with headphones clamped over his ears. His workshop is kept under strict lock and key. Enoch’s curiosity about that forbidden room begins to grow.


One night when the household is asleep he steals downstairs. He removes the cellar key from the jam-jar where Frank hides it and the torch from beneath the sink. Then he unlocks and opens the cellar trapdoor and stares down into the gloom. The air seems static there, charged with energy, and Enoch feels the hairs twitch on the back of his neck. He screws up his nerve to the sticking point and forces himself to go down those steps. Only when the hatch is closed behind him does he shine the torch around his father’s workshop. The floor is strewn with radio equipment: shortwave units, crystal sets, Hertz transmitters, spark-gap receivers, Vibroplex bugs and Branly coherers all arrayed in various states of disassembly. On the walls are arcane shipping charts and maps with markings in old Irish or strangely spelled English.


Young Enoch shudders. It is cold. He swings the torch-beam towards the work bench and takes in the components and parts, transistor circuits abandoned mid-surgery, loose wires and batteries, valves and solenoids, magnetic tape reels, bits of Morse transmitter keys and two-way radio sets. Dominating the worktop are an aerial, monitor screen, keypad and microphone. Headphones hang from the handle of a vice, umbilicalled to the input by a cord. Under the bench squats some sort of printing press.


Enoch examines the machine’s display. His fingers grope its backplate until they find a master switch, then flip it. The machine hums and buzzes and its display greenly glows. In the top right-hand corner, the date and time, his father’s name, and a readout: ETF 5597 DAYS.


Sound leaks from the headphones. Enoch slips them over his ears, fearful that his parents might hear. Through his head shoot outer-space noises, whistles, bleeps and static. His hand hesitates over the dial – if he meddles with this machine, his father will surely know. But that pale and chubby hand twists the dial and the needle moves through the frequencies. Enoch hears what sound like babbling languages and his skin tingles and his scalp tightens on his skull.


Still that hand rotates the dial. Now music: saloon pianettes and autoharps, an old crone’s warble. Another quarter twist, another song, but he can barely discern the words through the frying-pan static. Enoch twists the knob some more and now it’s classical music, then someone recites a poem in a foreign language and then a blast of some language that’s no language at all, and then a preacher’s voice, no mistaking its fury:


‘. . . HOLY GHOST RADIO, transmitting for your benefit the sounds of the DEAD . . .’


The voice sounds possessed. Enoch cannot move.


‘Now hear this, heathen men,’ it roars. ‘There were giants on the earth in ancient days. The sons of God came unto the daughters of men, and they bore children to them, and the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown. And God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every thought of his heart was only evil continually. And it repented the LORD that He had made man on the earth, and it grieved Him at His heart.’


Those words, that voice: instant recognition. Something inside the boy sings out: I know this. His lips move, anticipating each syllable, as the preacher fumes and fulminates. He does not understand how he knows these words, but he knows them at his core. They are like great black wings beating in his ears.


‘Then God said unto Noah, the end of all flesh is come before me, for the earth is filled with violence through them, and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth. And, behold, I, even I, do bring a flood of waters upon the earth, to destroy all flesh, wherein is the breath of life, from under heaven; and every thing that is in the earth shall die. And He loosed on men His fierce anger – all His fury, rage, and hostility. He killed the oldest son in each family, the flower of youth throughout the land. And He turned their rivers into blood.’


The voice becomes engulfed by static. Language lapses into a sort of glossolalia, the warping sounds of a tape being eaten up. Enoch wrenches the headphones from his head. Panic constricts his chest and lungs. He does not know how he anticipated those terrible words of flood and death and blood. Breathe, he commands himself. Breathe. Bile comes up his throat and he flees from the cellar, retching and groping blindly.


Enoch lies awake that night, hugging himself, struggling to make sense of what he’s heard. The preacher’s words have mortified him, but also charged him with dark electricity. He longs to see that preacher’s face, to look into his eyes and know the mind of the man whose tongue can transmit such power. He feels at once damned and saved, fallen and raised up, and even when he falls asleep he shivers in his dreams, for Elvis Presley comes to him dressed in a long frock coat, a gilded bible in his hand. His perfect hair shines with unguent and his soft eyes gleam and he speaks with the voice of a man who thinks he is a god, or perhaps a god who thinks he is a man:


‘See how one mortal soul can preach fear into the many. Now go forth Enoch. Go forth and find the source of the Holy Ghost Radio and steal the preacher’s fire for your own. Do this and you shall have dominion over all kingdoms and principalities, and you shall never be beholden to any sonofabitch who walks up and down upon the earth’s cold crust.’


Early the next morning Enoch wakes to see his father standing over his bed, fury in his eyes.


‘You were meddling with my radio,’ his father says. ‘Nothing works any more.’


All Enoch can think to say is that he’s sorry.


‘Years of work,’ Frank says. ‘Do you understand? Your stupid fiddling has destroyed my work.’


Enoch risks a reply.


‘It wasn’t like other radios. I could tell what it was going to say.’


‘Well it’s not saying anything now, is it?’


Frank tugs at the cuffs of his shirt.


‘Not a word about this to your mother.’


Enoch cannot face the drive to school that day, and when Kathleen calls him for his porridge, he feigns sickness. He does not breathe freely until he hears the front door slam and Frank’s Ford Cortina drone away into silence. His mother fusses and clucks and feels his forehead and brings the wireless for company, but Enoch does not switch it on. All day he stays under the bedclothes, and when he finally ventures downstairs he sees the lock’s been changed on the cellar door.


As that summer wears on Frank comes home later and later at night, sometimes not ’til dawn. His appearance begins to change. His hair grows long and he often goes unshaven and young Enoch begins to regard him as something beyond a man or a father, something almost supernatural.


One August morning he wakes from a stale semi-sleep, still damp from the residue of a dream or memory – he cannot decide – in which he and Frank were out walking the fields, trudging through briars, ducking under electric fences. His father’s shotgun was broken over his arm and his eyes scanned the sky for crows. In a grove he stripped a branch from a hazel tree. ‘The earth has bubbles,’ he said, ‘as the water does. And this –’


He held the branch aloft.


‘– is the boy to find them.’


For days Enoch searches the dream or memory for meaning, but it yields nothing he can comprehend. Then, one bright and terrible morning in September of ’69, his mother tells him the news. Frank has had an accident. It was quick and painless, Kathleen says. His father didn’t suffer. He will be planted within days, but Enoch is to be denied the funeral and the viewing of the corpse. Too distressing, his mother says.


She will not meet her boy’s uncanny eyes.


 


+ + + + + + + + +
















Enoch O’Reilly’s Schooldays





1970–1974


Enoch O’Reilly hates his five years at St Ignatius’s Juniorate in Murn. He hates the austere corridors hung with portraits of grim and joyless icons, po-faced cardinals and popes in skullcaps and purple robes. He hates the cabbagey, condensationed nights when there is nothing to do but stare at the ceiling and tug on your plum until sleep comes. More than anything he hates the other boarders, their uncouth ways, their farty smells and greasy fingers, their mickey-and-fanny jokes, the way they ridicule his weight.
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