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            Is there not joy ineffable in this aimless winging? Is there not weariness and impatience for who would attain to some goal? And the swan was ever silent. Ah! but we floated in the infinite Abyss. Joy! Joy! White swan, bear thou ever me up between thy wings!

– The Master Therion, Liber LXV

            Can the ocean keep from rushing to the shore? It’s just impossible.

– Perry Como, ‘It’s Impossible’

            This ‘new soul’ should have sung, not spoken.

– Friedrich Nietzsche, Introduction to The Birth of Tragedy 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Part One: The Swan, In Return

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

         : I’m like an angel, come back into the past, to tell I’s Now, that it is here right Now, and that this is Christ Jayzus speaking from the cross, and the screws kept their distance.

         He was telling I’s about Bobby, who was coming in and out of a coma. Bobby is echoing, He says to I’s, by means of time and space; Bobby is lagging.

         Christ on a stick – what?!

         This is His Father who has forgotten Him, the priest says to I’s. His body is here amongst us, lags, he says. His body is here all divided up amongst us. He points to the emaciated boys in the room, to all of the Jayzus to come, and it’s like a painting on the wall of a cell in heaven, remembering. And I’s are seeing it for themselves.

         Ask Him for heaven, one of the lags says to the priest, ask Him how it goes in heaven. Lags, Christ Jayzus says to I’s, in the voice of a priest in H3, lags, He says, it goes without being. Then, speaking for Himself now: I am love in the angles. This is The Dead Zone: The Place Of Endless Echoes.

         Father, He says out loud, Father, but it is Himself that is speaking. Sure is that yourself Father, He says, and He reaches out as if to touch Himself on the cheek.

         And what the priest says is that Jayzus was with The Blanketmen and suffered as they did themselves, which meant that The Blanketmen would likely be in agony till the end of the world. And that a river of gold runs from a garden of Africa name of Belfast called the Free State. And IRA is called after Immortal Revenging Angels. And UDA is called after Under Daemonic Aires. And the earth has only been alive for two thousand year. But there’s an eerie atmosphere about the place.

         
            *

         

         And Jayzus Himself, from His place on the cross, which in pity is at the Heart of Time, speaks through the mouth of a priest in H3: this is an old one, lags, He says to I’s – He calls I’s lags, like echoes in time – so stop me if you think you’ve heard it before.

         Pat and Mick, He says to I’s, this pale Jayzus that we can all see before us and that is lagging like Bobby only on the wall of a chapel in The Maze and not in a pish-stained hospital bed across the way, it’s Pat and Mick and they’re away on their holidays, Jayzus says to I’s, and He says it without speaking, without moving His lips or opening His eyes to all of the horror stood before Him, to all of the Jayzus to come, but to hear Him is as plain as the pale light rising beneath His skin, rising up and lightning His skin as if He is give birth to the moon, and His eyebrows raised in a pained expression, rising up at the suffering that His Father brought down on the world (let’s face it) so as they look like a child’s drawing of a bird and He says to I’s, two old muckers, Pat and Mick, are dandering along the street in America, in eternity, in New York, and they look up toward the sun, the sun is come beaming out of the heavens and they hold their palms up flat to feel the sun on their hands, to feel the sun in the centre of their palms they hold their hands up in salute, and Mick turns to Pat and he says to him, all in the voice of Christ Jayzus which is the voice of the priest and which is coming from Forever at the Heart of the Cross, he says to him, sure is that the same sun we have back in the Ardoyne? And Mick says to him, sure Pat I wouldn’t know, let’s ask someone, and at this point Jayzus takes one of His pale white hands from the cross and presses it to His face and you can see the wound in the centre of His palm, which is like a beautiful, delicate labia, and He puts it back in place without a word and everyone looks at each other like – what?!

         Listen, lags, Jayzus says to I’s, don’t give way to wonder, I will pick out your eyes you bastards, He says to I’s, and He goes back to His thing about the two muckers Pat and Mick, and the sun in the sky, and how they’re in a new country, in a new life altogether, and they stop the first person they meet, and they ask him if he knows whether that’s the same sun they saw in the Ardoyne long ago, the same sun sat up there in the sky throughout the whole fucking shooting match, and now the figure on the cross is lagging in and out of reality, and the first person they meet is speaking in the voice of Christ Jayzus, which is the voice of a priest in the H Block at the beginning of the second hunger strike, in the spring of 1981, and He says to them, sorry, lads, but I wouldn’t know if that’s the same sun that you saw in the Ardoyne; I’m a stranger here myself.

         They say that Jayzus’s final words were something to do with His Father. But that’s the last any of The Boys ever heard from Him.

         
            *

         

         This is the story of Adam’s Apple, son, this is how they all became scundered about being naked in front of each other, because up till then life was fucking beezer, my friend, only they couldn’t mind anything at all because of that they had no lingo, all except for body lingo, and for making sounds like songs, maybe, like musical sounds, a wee bit, I think, but not actual words, that is until Adam takes a bite of this fucking apple and it meant he could speak the English, just like that, up until then every day had been the same but then Jayzus Himself, or more likely his da (let’s face it), let a snake loose in the garden and the snake was the first thing what could talk but it was lonely because nobody else had words that they could use with it, so as the snake tempted Adam to eat this apple, he didn’t even know it was an apple till then, he thought everything was a part of himself, he didn’t even know how a snake was a snake, so we’ll never know how it did it, but basically the snake says to him that the apple was something different from himself and that if he wanted to he could eat it and find out the names of everything, including his wife, who at that point he had no idea was called Eve. After that, he began remembering.

         
            *

         

         Take a look at this photo, would you. Take a look at the state of Tommy. He looks like a fucking negro. The only negro in Belfast. Where the fuck did he get that tan? And those ears. That’s me on the left. Silk handkerchief in my top bin. One hand in my slacks. The other arm wrapped around the ladies. I mean would you take a fucking look at that would you. We all thought we were Perry Como. A good dose, a good dose of Como, that’s what Tommy says to us, stick that fucking record on and let’s get ourselves a good dose because it’s Como or nothing, lads, and we’d go to the wooden record booths they had in the shops where you stood in there and you smoked and you ran your hands through your hair and you spat on the floor and when Como came on through a little speaker in the corner it was like a wee fucking time machine that would take you off to some other Ireland or some other Italy, some California or wherever the fuck your man Como was singing from, some other heaven, in other words. And fuck Frank Sinatra. He was a dissolute cunt. But Como never cursed, never smoked nor drank. Plus he was always faithful to his wife.

         
            *

         

         The photo is from Ellen McFadyen’s wedding. That’s Barney in the middle there, and that’s his wife Shona. Poor Shona McFadyen. Died long ago and it was a shame. Died of cancer, and that’s Patrick on the far right. Shot through the heart, on his own front lawn, by some bastard, after he was grassed up by his girlfriend if you can fucking believe it. But wait till I tell you. And there’s Tommy next to him. Look at him standing there. It’s true that we were the handsomest boys in the Ardoyne. All the women loved us, the old dears looked at us like are these guys out the movies or what, the wee kids gazed up at us like that, beaming. It takes me right back there just looking at this fucking thing; happy days.

         
            *

         

         The photo was taken right after the thing in Dundalk. Me and Tommy had gone down there to take care of business, a couple of chatsbys down our trousers, looking like a pair of gangsters. What bollocks we had. That was the surest way to get by the peelers; walk in like you own the place. The peelers treated us like rats, waiting for us to sneak in the back door or shin up a drainpipe, nip down an alley in a black balaclava and a pair of camouflage slacks. Instead we turned up wearing cravats and with gold watches and with Italian handmade suits. That’s the reason they used us. We could’ve sold cheese to the French.

         
            *

         

         We were to do this guy in his house, this dirty lowlife snitch bastard getting plugged in his own home; it had all been arranged. Tommy knew him and he had no reason to suspect that anything was up. We were bringing him a bottle of Bushmills and a trout, this big fuck-off monster trout that Tommy got from a guy up The Shamrock. That’s how we did business. Show me the fella that can resist a big fuck-off trout pulled fresh out the river. So as we turn up. Bobby, his name was Bobby, this cunt Bobby. He opens the door and he’s pleased to see us. He gets Tommy in a headlock and starts rubbing his hair with his knuckles. His second name was Burns. Bobby Burns. Everybody used to call him Fat Burns. Just for a joke, like. Tommy starts play-fighting him. Cracking all these jokes and he’s laughing the whole time, Tommy was really playing with the cunt and laughing, like we were there to shoot him in the head but there was still enough leeway to take the pish.

         I watched him mock-wrestling this clown on the sofa. I looked into his eyes and I could tell it was all real. He was completely there. At that moment I idolised him, so I did. He was my hero right then, Tommy was. Then he gets up, cold as you like, and there’s a mirror above the couch. The guy’s lying there laughing; this cunt’s cracking up. I’m unwrapping this huge fucking trout, this fucking dinosaur. I don’t know where they found this monster, it was like a fucking Plesiosaurus. And suddenly everything starts moving in slow motion.

         I catch Tommy as he’s looking at himself in the mirror – just for a split second – a split second that seemed to last forever – and his eyes are smiling, I’ll never forget it, Irish eyes just smiling right back at himself; everything they say in the songs is true. And he fixes his hair. He licks his finger and he runs it through his hair and he fixes his parting. All in this film that has slowed to the point where you feel like you could live in it forever. And then he pulls the chatsby out his trousers in one big sweep and he looks down at Bobby and he smiles and he looks back at himself in the mirror and he pulls the trigger and he blows this guy away without even looking at him.

         Three shots in the head and the guy’s face is a fucking mess. I says to him, ah for fuck sake, Tommy, why didn’t you put a fucking cushion over his head or something? But he grabs me in a headlock and starts playing with me the exact same, wrestling me around the room and rubbing my hair, like I was taking things too serious, or what.

         We run outside and we’re getting into the car. We can see people pulling their curtains over. Everybody knew what was going on, nobody wanted to get involved; good job. But then we see these two unmarked cars at the end of the street. We’re in a dead end and these two cars are blocking off the road. It’s the fucking peelers, Tommy says to me. To this day I don’t know if it was or not but he immediately comes up with this idea, it was insane. Tie me to the roof of the car, he says to me. You have got to be fucking kidding me, I says to him, what in the name of a mad idea is that, I says. Tie me to the fucking roof of the car, he says to me, and I’m not about to argue with him when he’s like this. I run inside and I’m looking through all these kitchen cupboards trying to find a piece of rope but I can’t find any so as I run out the back and I tear the fucking washing line down and I rush out the front and Tommy’s lying on the roof rack of the car with a chatsby in his hand. Tie me down, he says to me. And make it fucking tight.

         All the time the cars at the end of the road are just crouching there. There are people in them but they’re just crouching there, watching us. The whole place is silent, is eerie. They’re waiting for back-up, Tommy says: fucking move it.

         I tie him to the roof rack and then he says to me, drive step on the fucking gas: let’s go. I head off down the road full tilt toward these cars and I can see the faces inside them, just staring at us in disbelief. They’re trying to unlock the doors. Trying to get themselves out in time. And Tommy’s just firing away. The windows are popping and people are screaming and we go sailing through and I ram one of the cars out the way and I can hear Tommy shouting up above, I think he’s been hit but I keep on driving. We’re charging up the main road at this point with this maniac tied to the fucking roof and that’s when I realise: he’s singing. The fucker is actually singing to himself while tied to the roof of the car. And he’s singing Como, lay your head upon my pillow, hold your warm and tender body close to mine, all the good stuff. Nobody will ever forget it. Tears were rolling down my face. I’m getting choked up now just thinking about it. He’s out to seduce the pants off the world, I says to myself.

         Later that night we went up to the Bow Bridge, up at the Whiterock, and sat there underneath it, smoking fags and watching the swallows that had their nests in the girders flying in and out and making that song they have, that summer song, and everybody was coming in and asking if it was true what had happened and Tommy’s sitting there like a movie star, not even reacting, just smoking and listening to the birds and the women are crying and all these hard-case IRA men are shaking him by the hand and one kid even got him to sign a plastic bullet. What are you going to write on it? I says to him, and he looks at me and he winks. For the good times, he says, and the pair of us cracked up laughing like the mad Paddy bastards what we were.

         
            *

         

         The next day we’re at the wedding in the photo. We’re with Patrick and Barney and this cunt McManus, you would not believe this cunt: knob-end. Tommy’s got Patricia with him. She wanted to take him to America. She wanted them to have a baby, but first she says that she wanted them to save up enough money so as they could bring her up in New York. They didn’t want to bring up weans in Ireland, not with the way things were. Who could fucking blame them. If they had gone back then, Tommy would have been on the silver screen in Hollywood by now, there’s no doubt about it.

         Patrick was a real snob of a fella. This cunt wouldn’t take public transport anywhere even though back in reality he was a promotions man in a fucking supermarket. You know the guy what comes up to you when you come through the door and gets you to take a nip of whiskey and a wee bite of a fruit scone? That’s your man Patrick when he wasn’t plugging boys for the Ra. But he was a good cunt to know. That was where we got the knock-off booze.

         Barney looked like one of them Italian pit bulls, only with a moustache. First thing he says to Patricia is he pulls up his shirt so as it’s just his poor suffering chest with the bruises and the purple scars all over it – some of them scars are written on my brain till this day – and he says to her, go ahead and punch me, love. Go ahead and punch me, darling, he says to her. Of course she doesn’t want to do it. What breed of woman wants to punch a man in the fucking chest the minute she’s met him? But everybody’s half-blocked and shouting and Tommy says, fucking bang him one, so as she goes ahead and she swings for him and he just throws his arms wide and he says to her, I didn’t feel a fucking thing, he says, and he walks off, like a fucking maniac.

         
            *

         

         None of these boys could read or write; they was all basically illiterate. I was the youngest but at least I had been to school. People like your Tommys, your Barneys, your Pats. All these guys. Their das had them out working since they were seven year old. You should have seen the wedding cards they gave to Ellen and her husband Desi, who was a midget, basically. There were commas after every word, like, this, see, it, would, do, your, fucking, crown, in, or another classic was where they had every word underlined for some unknown reason. Either way, there was barely a word spelt correct between the three of them. It was like they were guessing how the English lingo worked. But it was no problem, because Ellen and Desi could barely read themselves. There was a big banner up in the hall that even spelt their names wrong. Above the door it said Live Musice. Between us we had rewritten the entire fucking world; not bad for a bunch of uneducated Irishmen.

         
            *

         

         Longhairs came late to Belfast. It was 1972 before I ever clapped eyes on a hippy, but there he was right enough, sitting on the ground at a bus stop on the Lisburn Road in the blazing sunshine, with his bare feet and an acoustic guitar round his neck with a piece of string; I could barely believe my lamps.

         So as some longhairs turn up at the wedding, some hippy bastards, and they stand out like plums. Tommy starts to making jokes. Look at these fucking women, he says, and he’s doing this comedy walk, mincing up and down. I’m sure I recognise one of them but I can’t place him. At this point I don’t know any of the boys with the long hair. Then this guy who I nearly almost recognise comes over with some of his longhair pals and he walks up to Tommy. Are you Tommy Kentigern? he says to him. Tommy says to him, who wants to know, fucking Bob Marley? and he turns round to us and he’s all laughing and winking. The guy is just looking at him. What are you talking about? he says to him. Bob Marley is a Rastafarian. I don’t give a fuck what you are, Tommy says to him. Tommy’s confused, Pat says, he means Bob Dylan. Don’t fucking correct me, Tommy says to Pat, and he turns on him. I mean fucking Bob Marley, he says. What songs does Bob Marley sing? the guy asks him and there was something in the way he says it, something arrogant in his voice, that made me recognise him for who he was. Ah fuck, I says to myself, it’s only fucking Mackle McConaughey, this guy’s a commandant in the IRA. A killer, a hero, a serious guy. I put my hand on Tommy’s shoulder. Tommy, I says to him, take it easy. Take it easy, he says to me, what the fuck is wrong with you? Then he turns back to Mack. Bob Marley sings the song about the wind, he says to him, don’t fucking try to cheat me. It’s Bob Dylan what sings the song about the fucking wind, Mack says to him, cool as you like. Look, I says to the both of them, who gives a fuck about Bob Marley and Bob Dylan. Excuse me if I’m wrong, I says, but you’re Mackle McConaughey, are you not? One of his longhair pals steps up to me. Who the fuck are you? he says. I’m Samuel McMahon, I says to him. Sure, I thought it was yourself, McConaughey says to me. Suddenly he’s all friendly, like. How’s your ma? he says to me. Ah, she’s grand, I says to him.

         You’re Mackle McConaughey? Tommy says. Now he can’t believe his lamps. I’m sorry for calling you Bob Marley, he says. That was unforgivable. Sure, I probably did mean Bob Dylan. Fuck it, Mack says, let’s get the green in, and he and his boys head to the bar. I’m starting to breathe again. Tommy gives me a look and under his breath he says to me, is the fucking Ra really coming to this? But we all end up getting half-blocked and at one point Mack actually gets up onstage with the band and sings ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’.

         Now Tommy knew nothing about the rock n roll. None of us did. I mean, we all went to see Bill Haley when he played Belfast. That was just an excuse to rip out the seats. But that night I looked at Mack, who had his arm around Tommy by this point, the pair of them completely blocked and talking into each other’s faces, and I thought to myself, the times they are a-fucking changin’ alright.

         
            *

         

         Did you ever try the toffee treacle pudding with nothing but cold custard on the top? What?! You’ve never lived, son. Just a carton of cold custard poured right over the top? The custard has to be cold, otherwise forget it. Some munch.

         That’s what I miss most in the jail. But there’s other things, wee things you get in here that bring back memories, like for instance hot chocolate, you get the hot chocolate in here this weather, and that takes me back to when I was a wee boy in the Ardoyne, that and the carbolic soap, the smell of that carbolic soap takes me right back every time, back to the old house, where we’d all be sleeping in the one bed beneath all these jackets, my da’s big coats all spread out on top of us (we never saw a duvet in our lives, are you fucking kidding me) and they all smelt of the carbolic soap, that’s what my ma would wash our clothes in, only in the jail they have proper sheets and blankets and stuff like that and they wash them in a washing machine with Persil so as you have to wait till you get into the showers before you can get a good sniff, a good sniff of memory. It’s a fucking step up, in some ways.

         
            *

         

         Tommy’s da was on death’s door for about the space of what seemed like forever. They says that back in the day he had been involved in the Easter Uprising, that he had done time for the cause, but I never knew anybody who could confirm it and besides, what fucking age must the cunt have been? Tommy wore a gold George V sovereign ring on his finger that he said his da had made in the jail but who knows what goes on, they’ll tell you anything. When you would go round to Tommy’s in Jamaica Street everybody would sit in the kitchen and you would hear his da moaning from behind this curtain they had set up round his bed in the corner. I always thought he just seemed sorry for himself. It was all a big fucking drama. Occasionally this fucking disembodied hand would come out from behind the curtain and grab a cup of fucking tea or a lit fag and then it would go back to moaning to itself. It was fucking disconcerting. You’re sitting there trying to eat a biscuit and this guy is wailing like a fucking leper. Everybody would sit and talk to him through this thick fucking curtain. First time I saw it I says to myself, what is this, the fucking Wizard of Oz?

         At first Tommy’s da didn’t want us to get involved in the Ra. Get a paper round, he says to us, do something decent with your life. His own da had been involved but then he got hit by a taxi when he was coming home half-blocked and that was the end of that. Tommy’s da was just as bad. You should have seen his record. Years later I sent away for it and I get it on a flappy disk out the archive: drunk and disorderly, refusing to do the dishes, no-shows, punch-ups in the canteen. I never knew the Ra used to have canteens, but there you go.

         Tommy’s ma was alive and well but she was even less of a presence than his disembodied da. A big brooding face with big brooding lamps like big brooding coals plus she was tied to that sink and that stove. I never saw her outside the kitchen except for once at a funeral and once at a hospital visit, but wait till I tell you. I guessed that she must have slept in there beside her man. The toilet was out the back so as there was no need to go ganging up the stair or into the front room. I don’t even know if there was a front room. And allow me to correct a well-known fallacy: everybody thinks that Catholics, and certainly Republicans, and definitely members of the IRA, hated the Queen, but that could not be further from the truth, my friend. 1977 was the Queen’s Silver Jubilee and Tommy’s ma was collecting stuff about her. She had a memorial biscuit tin on her shelf and a mug with the Queen’s face on it and a badge, as well as a souvenir magazine that she kept in a drawer and that she would pull out when the guests came around. It made no sense to me because Fuck the Queen was my motto. But the mums loved her. My own ma was crazy about her. Even as her friends and neighbours were getting burnt out their homes in her name. The fucking Irish, you want to tell me about it.

         Now, so there was a rumour that Tommy’s da knew the location of an arms stash in Armagh, and not just any old arms stash, but one that was supposed to have come from Libya or Saudi Arabia – don’t ask me, how would I know – but a big one, by way of some of the big boys, was what they says. Tommy didn’t want to bring it up with his da but then Mackle McConaughey leans on him. Don’t end up like your da, Mack says to him. Do something with your life, Mack says to him, which is exactly what Tommy’s da was saying to us, only the reverse. Personally, I’ll take liberating a Libyan arms stash for a bunch of street-fighting nationalists over delivering The People’s Friend to your agoraphobic ma and I says as much to Tommy but he was touchy about his ma, they all were, so as I dropped it. But he eventually agreed to bring it up, under the stipulation that I did all of the negotiating and that if it was going to bring any heat down on his da then we would make out that the whole story was bollocks and we would say that it was a result of wee dafties talking their gobs off and that there were no arms really, to speak of, and that the whole thing had been nothing but a masquerade.

         
            *

         

         I take a seat in front of this curtain, this black nicotine-stained curtain that smelt of boiled meat and fucking – sadness. Tommy’s ma – her name was Josie – gives me a mug of tea with Prince Philip’s face on it. Tommy looks over at me. When he was that nervous way of his, he would start with the fiddling with his hair, wrapping it round his finger and pulling it out. He was sensitive about his bald patches but he was his own worst enemy. That’s what he’s doing right then.

         I clear my throat, I’m like that, how are you doing in there, Mr Kentigern? I says to him. It’s your man Samuel, I says to him, come to say hello. There’s an endless silence, then a coughing fit. Finally he replies to me. How the fuck do you think I’m doing? he says. Aye, it’s hard times, I says to him. It’s hard times, isn’t it, Mr Kentigern? I says. What’s so fucking hard about your times? he says to me. We’re all struggling, I says to him. We’re all part of the struggle. I’m fucking struggling to get out my bed, he says to me. Last I heard you were struggling with some wee bird down The Shamrock.

         Tommy’s ma looked at me like I was a germ at this point. Aye, there’s some cracking wee birds down that Shamrock, I says to him, I’m not about to lie. I see Tommy put his head in his hands. His ma is banging the saucepans this way and that. Don’t talk to me about cracking wee birds, his da says to me, and this floating fist comes through the curtain like a ghost in a play.

         Has this bastard come to taunt me? he says. Do you think I lie here day in day out because I’m trying to attract the wee birds? he says to me. Then Josie speaks up. He sacrificed his life for the troubles, she says to us. It wasn’t all about birds and glory back then. Youse all think youse are a bunch of celebrities this weather. Look, I says, I’ve not come here to make light of anybody’s contribution. Quite the opposite. I’ve actually come with a commendation. Certain people, let’s say, are very aware of the quality of your service and your loyalty and the sacrifices what you have made for the cause (basically I was talking like a prize-winning author). I’m here to say thanks, I says to him, and to ask if there is any way in which we can help extend the great work you did in the past and perhaps, you know, secure your legacy for the future. 

         I’ll cut straight to the point, I says to him. We are speaking here about the arms stash in Armagh. You’re the only one that didn’t go to jail, I says. And I know you had to deny the existence of any stash. And I also know, by the way, that at that time there were certain factions, shall we say, that were more interested in getting hold of the arms in order to secure their own economic status in certain areas. And kids were getting gunned down. In our own communities. You did the right thing. You took a noble stance. You said in court that the arms did not, in fact, exist. You said it was all bravado and double-dealing. And I know that later everybody gave a statement to the high command that the weapons were actually at the bottom of a river near the border. But I’m asking you. And this is coming direct from the boys up top, boys with no personal agenda or axe to grind, boys what are only interested in guerrilla warfare and in uniting this beautiful country what is where we live. What I’m trying to say, Mr Kentigern, is that you’re the one holding the cards. And they’re the ones writing the history books.

         I sit back and I take a big gulp of tea from out this chipped royal mug. Another long silence, then another coughing fit, and then he replies. Are there going to be any cracking wee birds in it? he says to me, and Tommy’s ma cursed him and all of Ireland, and Tommy cracked up laughing, and when I looked into Tommy’s eyes, into those laughing Irish eyes, it was like I could see the future, mirrored there, and I says to myself, this is going to be beautiful, so it is.

         
            *

         

         Wait, see if you know this one:

         
            
               There’s a Irish priest, in a Vauxhall Viva,

               on the other side of the border

               and he’s swerving to this way and to that

               across the lanes, so as the garda have got zero choice

               but to pull him over,

               for that.

            

            
               This is on the road, from Newry to Dundalk,

               I’m sure youse mind the one.

               Have you been drinking, Father? the first garda says,

               and he smells booze on the priest’s bad brefff.

               On the passenger seat, he spies a bottle,

               of Blue Nun, emptied, to the last.

            

            
               Sure, says the priest, but only water has passed these lips.

               Then how is it I can smell wine?

               And the priest looks down, at the empty wine bottle, and he says,

               Christ Jayzus, he’s done it again!

            

         

         
            *

         

         This is when we get the caravan. This is what they do in Israel, Mack says to me. We’re waiting for Tommy at this farmhouse out Newtownabbey way. They have the top brass meetings in the caravans, Mack says to me, and then they scoot the caravans around the place, just so as they can never be found. Tommy says he knew a guy that was getting rid of one, quick style. Top-of-the-range one, he says, thirty quid, he says, and he’s gone to pick it up with Patricia so as it looked like they were buying it for going away on their holidays but really it was going to be a mobile Ra HQ. Fuck Mossad, Mack says, and he spits in his hands. Anything they can do, we can do better. Mack makes me the offer of a sly bifter. Do you ever urinate on your hands? he says to me. I’m not putting that fag in my mouth if you’re pishing on your hands, I says to him. Pish, it’s completely sterile, he says to me, and besides, he says, it’s not like I don’t wash them as well. Don’t touch me with your pishy hands, I says to him, and I take a step backward. Gimme your hands, he says, let me see them, and he grabs them and he spreads out my palms, like that. Look at this, he says to me, and he shakes his head. These are the hands of a stillborn baby.

         What?!

         You want to toughen yourself up, he says to me, and the best way to harden your skin and to firm it up is to urinate on yourself. My da taught me that, he says to me, and he had a pair of hands like cured buffalo hide, he says. We stand there, smoking our pishy fags in silence. Did you ever hear about Barney? I says to him. Fuck is Barney? he says to me. Our pal, Barney Donnen, I says to him. The one what looks like the Italian pit bull? he says to me. Aye, he says, I know the very fella. You know he gets the disabilities on the bru? I says to him. What for? he says to me. I mean, I know he’s mental, but still. He told the doctor he was a simpleton, I says to him. Got his wife to go along with it. Went in there and says to him he couldn’t even mind his own name and that he thought his house was made of cheese, all this stuff. So as they send someone out to see if he’s really yon disturbed way and if he qualifies for the bru. Twenty minutes before the fella arrives, Barney drinks four bottles of water. His wife shows the guy into the living room and Barney’s sitting there on a chair acting doolally, just completely fucking out of it. The guy from the bru asks him his first question and Barney just pishes himself right in front of him. Just sits there in his chair and lets go with this river of pish running down his legs and pooling round his feet. The guy can’t get out there quick enough. He’s on the disabilities for life after that. Christ Almighty, Mack says, and he shakes his head, but that is fucking disgusting. It is that, I says to him, but think of the quality of the skin on those legs. Must be like a fucking rhino.

         
            *

         

         Just then Tommy and Patricia pull up in this van … thing, and it’s painted green and white. He’s beeping the horn and waving to us as they pull in. That’s not a caravan, Mack says. That’s a fucking mobile home. Tommy gets out and leaves Patricia in the passenger seat. What do youse think of the caravan? he says to us. That’s not a fucking caravan, Mack says to him. That’s a mobile home. Don’t fucking split hairs with me, Tommy says. I’ll fucking split your lip if you turn up for a meeting with me again in a green-and-white mobile home, Mack says to him. Do you want to just write IRA On Tour on the side and be done with it? Tommy was starting to look a bit sheepish. I almost felt sorry for him. Give it a good coat of paint, I says to him. A caravan’s a caravan, I says, at least this way we don’t need to drag it round behind a car. Good for quick getaways and that. Exactly, Tommy says, that’s what I’m talking about. I’m out of here, Mack says. I got youse in on good report, he says to us, after your performance in Dundalk. Now don’t fuck it up. Get that caravan sorted and make sure youse are in Armagh next week, at the Keady campsite. Youse are going to move on the weapons. And youse better be on top form. Because the sketch is complicated. That’s what he says. Then he walks off. Oh, so it’s a caravan now, is it? Tommy says. Do you know he pishes on his hands? I says to him. That’s as bad as fucking Barney, he says.

         
            *

         

         This is me and Tommy in a caravan park in Armagh, and Barney was there too. The point is to look like tourists, Mack says to us, and in the name of the wee man we gave it our best shot. We sat outside the caravan – radio on, tops off – drinking cans of green that Pat had liberated from Safeways. Up the fucking Rebels, we says, and we gave it plenty. We played card games and we smoked and we listened to the old rock n roll. Dion and Lonnie Donegan and Elvis, that was all fine. But then this song comes on, some fucking harridan woman singing about pishing in a fucking river. It was the time of the punk rockers and Tommy was fucking fuming. I wouldn’t sit here and listen to that filth, he says to us, and he gets up and he turns the radio off in a rage. Can you imagine Como singing a song like that? Barney says to us. Never, Tommy says. Wouldn’t happen. Como never let a curse word pass his lips, Barney says. He was always a clean liver, he says. Tommy passes me a fag and I just about manage to get it lit in the wind what’s coming in from the ocean, must be. Plus he was a good Catholic, Barney says. Barney’s sitting on a deckchair in nothing but a pair of blue swimming trunks. I thought he was a Jew? I says to them. Fuck off, Barney says, Como was never a Jew. What about all them Jewish songs he sang? I says to them. That was just him reaching out to the other side, Tommy says. English wasn’t even his first language, Barney says. It was Italian. He would only speak the English in the songs. And in the TV shows. Otherwise it was fucking original Italian the whole ways. Nothing was off limits to Como. Even fucking English.

         What about birds and booze? I says to him. I thought he drew the line at that? And fucking curse words, Barney says, and he nods his head again, all solemn, like, you forgot those, he says. Fuck Como, I says to them, I’ve had enough of him already, I says, just for a joke. Hey you, Tommy says to me, fucking cool it. Then he stands up with a fag in his mouth and rubs the suntan lotion into his bare chest. Don’t take this too far, he says to me, you’re talking to a true believer here. Never forget that. Never underestimate the power of a true believer, he says. Then Barney gets up and starts singing in this mad vibrato style, singing about fucking rain falling, and flowers growing, and prayers being heard, up above, all this stuff. He has his head thrown back and his arms outstretched in those fucking torture trunks of his. Sure, you’re murdering that, Tommy says to him, sit the fuck back down. But Barney keeps up with the singing, even as he’s backing away from Tommy, who’s rounding on him. Tommy was the singer in the group, there was no question. He could have been on the London stage. Tommy takes a run at him. He rugby-tackles Barney and he decks him. They end up wrestling each other on the ground in front of the caravan with everybody watching, the both of them screaming and laughing, but really going at it. Two boys away on their holidays for the first time ever; I mind it like it was only yesterday.

         
            *

         

         Another thing I mind is the sizzlers, these big massive steaks they served still sizzling on a hot plate at the canteen in the caravan park that were the side of a cow, basically, and every day for dinner we had one of these guys each and nothing else until the guy what runs it says to us, don’t you guys eat your vegetables, and Tommy says to him, I spent my childhood stealing spuds from the grocer’s, he says, from here on out it’s steaks and nothing but, big lad.

         
            *

         

         But Mack was right when he said that the sketch was complicated, even if he didn’t realise quite how much. Tommy’s da, it turned out, had liberated half the stash himself. He had been sitting on it the whole time and over the years he had been digging into it and selling it to local clowns and to gangland headcases and to drug dealers. Anyone, basically, with a couple of quid to run together. As soon as he hears that Mack is asking after it, he comes clean to us, has Tommy’s ma leave the room – fuck only knows what she did with herself – and this big pale leprous hand comes floating out from behind this black curtain, this black curtain like hell’s gates opening right in front of us, and he makes us shake on it and promise that we would tell nobody while we figure out what the fuck story we’re going to come up with for this one. He was Tommy’s da, after all. And family is forever. 

         Luckily, he’d been doing all this through a guy name of Jimmy Smalls, who in turn was passing them on to a guy name of Danny McGonigle, who was the fella doing the actual deal in the first place. So that although the trail was messy, at least Tommy’s da wasn’t the first point of contact. But still, this left us with several fucking headaches.

         Headache number one: it made me look like a plum after my big speech where I laid it on thick about him being a hero of the revolution or whatever the fuck it was what I said.

         Second headache: Mack knew exactly what the size of the arms stash was supposed to be. There was going to be questions when half of it turned out to be unaccounted for.

         Headache number three: (and this might have been wild speculation on my part but) my big paranoid fear back then was that Mack knew where the stash was the whole time. That he knew what had happened to it and that he was playing every one of us along as part of, I don’t know, a loyalty test, or a way of flushing out old corrupt remnants of the IRA, like Tommy’s da, or some covert scheme or other.

         The point is we were fucked if we did and fucked if we didn’t. And did is better than didn’t. In my book, anyroads. And this might teach you something about Tommy. He went ahead and he bought that caravan. He got Barney in without telling him the full story. He went through with the whole deal of moving us down to Armagh to this caravan park in the middle of fucking nowhere. All the time knowing full well that the entire set-up was a ruse and that it was his own da’s backhanded scheming (let’s face it) that we were going to have to go through the masquerade of unravelling.

         
            *

         

         That was a word Tommy taught me. That word called masquerade. He was the first person I ever heard use it. He found this mad painting of a fox lying in the woods in a car boot sale. He was convinced it was worth money. He shows it to Barney and Barney says to him, a dead fox, eh? The fox isn’t dead, Tommy says to him, what are you talking about? That fox is fucking dead alright, Barney says. It’s just sleeping, Tommy says. Tommy’s getting all sentimental about this fucking wild fox lying in the fucking woods. It’s dead, Barney says to him. It’s a dead fucking fox, lying in the woods, dead. It’s just sleeping, Tommy says. The fox is just lying there sleeping. And Barney says to him, the fox is fucking dead. Do you think he could have got that close to it if it had only been sleeping? And Tommy says to him, you mugs know nothing about art. And you know nothing about foxes, neither. That fox is just sleeping, he says. That painting is what you call a masquerade.

         
            *

         

         Son, did I tell you there was a big picture of your man Mickey Mouse on the side of the caravan? Tommy found it in a skip and fell in love with it. Repainted the van and stuck it on the side. He loved his cartoons on a Saturday morning. This is a piece of art, he says to us, and then he says that he was going to subscribe to the Reader’s Digest as soon as he has enough money. This is what we should be doing, he says, we should be furthering ourselves. I don’t know how he was getting into all this stuff about reading and about art and stuff. For an uneducated Irishman it made no sense.

         
            *

         

         Right, so as there were two plans. The first was Mack’s. The arms, according to us, were buried in a field behind a sewage works near the border and so as we could dig them up without arousing suspicion, Mack’s idea was that we were to fill the caravan with blocks of peat, which we would then claim we were going around digging up for the fire and the most they would do is chase us off and call us a bunch of halyins. The second was ours and it coincided nicely with Mack’s. It was that we would buy all this peat, dig a big fuck-off hole in the ground, dump the arms down into it, fill the hole with peat, dig it all back up again, lay claim to the arms in the name of the Free State, and everybody wins. Only first we had to get the arms off Jimmy Smalls, who in reality had them in a garage in Milford.

         
            *

         

         Jimmy Smalls lived alone with his ma and when we turned up she was making him his crispy pancakes, and sure I love those things, so I do, and she took a few more out the packet and stuck them in the oven, just for us, so as we ate these fucking dynamite wee crispy pancakes and all the while his ma’s oblivious, completely clueless, but Jimmy knows something is up. He’s chewing all slow like a mad old bull on its last meal and scratching his leg underneath the table and looking up at us with his head down.

         Now Jimmy Smalls had a big lump on his coupon. He had been jumped by a gang of Huns when he was coming home from school one day and this egg-shaped lump on his forehead had risen up and had never gone away. Him and his sister Denise were both picked on bad when they was young. Tommy’s da says people used to call her Disease Smalls. Ha ha, that was a good one.

         So Barney’s looking at this fucking lump on Jimmy Smalls’s head and glancing over to me and winking and I know he’s going to say something. He puts his fork down and he says to Mrs Smalls, sure Mrs Smalls, would you have any vegetables to go with this choice wee crispy pancake?

         Ah, son, she says to him, it’s only these oven chips, I never knew youse were coming, otherwise I would have got them in special, like. Never mind, Barney says, I’ll just help myself to this Brussels sprout on Jimmy’s head here. Then he bangs Jimmy in the ribs.

         Jimmy’s raging. I didn’t fucking stick a fucking vegetable up my head, he says, this is a serious fucking injury. All the while he’s pointing to this fucking egg thing sticking out his head. You with your fucking baby skin, he says to Barney, you’ve never seen a day’s combat in your fucking life.

         Now like I says, your man Barney had anything but baby skin. He looked like he had fallen asleep in the blazing sunshine in a kennel in the Mediterranean. That’s how he got his nickname, The Italian Pit Bull. All the time Jimmy’s ma is just sitting there smiling, I don’t know if she was all there or what. Let me see your hands, Barney says to Jimmy Smalls. Sure, I will not, Jimmy says, and now he’s sitting with his hands under the table. Why, because they’re all soft from doing your ma’s dishes your whole life? Barney says to him. He does his dishes, his ma says. Jimmy’s a good boy. Okay, so she’s out to lunch. Barney leans over to Jimmy and starts trying to grab at his arm. Jimmy’s sitting on his hands now. Let me go, you bastard, he says. I don’t need to show you my hands in my ma’s own house, he says. There’s a tussle. Barney gets up behind him and with his big bear strength he pulls Jimmy’s arms up and this thing goes flying out of Jimmy’s hand and slides along the floor of the kitchen. It’s a tiny little chatsby, a wee fucking snub-nosed handgun. None of us could believe our lamps.

         Is this how you fucking welcome us? Tommy says to him, leaping up. With a gun under the fucking table? I came here to save your fucking arse, he says to him. Don’t make me fucking bury it. You fucking shady wee bastard, Barney says to him, you’re a fucking shady wee cunt, he says. Jimmy’s ma gets up. I’ll make some teas, she says, you boys make yourself comfortable. The whole thing is fucking weird. Now even I’m starting to see red. We drag Jimmy out to the garage in the back garden and that’s when I lose it. Fucking hold him down, I says to Barney and Tommy, fucking hold that wriggling wee bastard still. Then I whip out my dick and I take a pish all over him. You fucking woman, I says to him as I’m pishing on his head, you fucking woman, as he’s lying there, crying, like a woman. 

         That was unnecessary, Barney says to me, you should just have banged him one. I could not believe what I was hearing.

         
            *

         

         It was a messy start, mind. We had to clean him up. I bunged his ma some readies, I don’t know why.

         You’re a wee angel, she says to me, which only made it worse. Then we drive off, in the dark, to this garage Jimmy Smalls had, down a lane behind a petrol station, in the dark, this garage lit up by this broken sign, this broken sign flashing on and off and making this buzzing noise, this buzzing noise that went gar-age gar-age gar-age, in the dark.

         
            *

         

         So there was this one poem Tommy knew off by heart, no one knew how he had learnt it or why. But he must have put the effort in, because he couldn’t read it on his own, so as someone must have taught him. When he was nervous he would turn it on and go into it, ‘The One Eye of the Little Yellow God’, and on the way to the garage in the dark he starts it off, this whole fucking thing about a one-eyed yellow god in the sky, raining down on all the poor bastards below. The one-eyed yellow god was the guy he turned to in a corner. Him and Perry Como, what a team. So Tommy goes on with this poem, and it’s a sit-on-your-hoop epic, and Barney’s up front with Jimmy Smalls, who stank of my own pish, which was rank, I admit, with Jimmy staring into space like he’s already dead. We get to the flashing garage sign, which is buzzing, in the dark, and that’s when Jimmy goes and drops the bomb.

         I need to get the keys from your man McCaffrey what runs the garage, he says to us, on account of it belonging to the fella. How many people know about this fucking garage? Tommy says to him. Just me and your da and your man McCaffrey, Jimmy says. Does your man McCaffrey know what’s hidden in there? Tommy says to him. Sure he knows nothing, Jimmy Smalls says.

         Okay, we can’t be seen by this ignoramus, Tommy says. I’m going to trust you, Jimmy, to go around there on your own, and to get the keys and come back without a word. You’ve got two minutes, he says to him, before we blow the place to kingdom come. I looked at Tommy and I could see that he was serious. We get out the caravan and Tommy pulls out a chatsby, puts it up to Jimmy Smalls’s head. You were going to shoot me, you wee bastard, he says, and now I’m hotter than I feel inclined to tell. Two minutes, Tommy says to him, then the whole shabazz goes up. I think he meant to say shebang, The Shabazz was an Indian restaurant in Belfast, but I wasn’t going to be the one to correct him.

         Jimmy disappears around the corner and Barney unbuttons his shirt. I’m sweating like a rapist, he says. It’s a clear night and the stars are out. When you get outside Belfast you can really see the stars, I says to them. And what are they saying tonight, Socrates? Tommy says. Something about a one-eyed yellow god, raining down on all of Ireland, I says to him. I didn’t catch the rest. Tommy laughed then. Some poem, isn’t it? he says. It is, I says to him, the way you tell it. 

         We stood there and counted to one hundred and twenty under our breath, with the bright stars above us in the sky, until there was no sign of Jimmy coming back, and Tommy says to us, fuck it, and he kicks the lamp post next to him, and the light sputters for a moment, and I look around at Barney and he’s standing there, smiling, and I start to laugh myself, I just burst out laughing, it was great right then, that’s all I can say, we were going to blow the place sky-high; what a feeling.

         
            *

         

         Okay, so this is a cracker, tell me if you’ve heard this one before:

         
            
               Pat and Mick are in a park off the Falls Road and they find a stash of

               three hand grenades, planked

               beneath a tree.

            

            
               Pat says, we had better hand these in to the peelers

               but Mick says to him, wait, what if one of them blows up on the way?

            

            
               Pat says to him, don’t worry,

               in that case we’ll just lie and tell them

               that we only found two.

            

         

         
            *

         

         We go charging round the corner and through the window we can see Jimmy lit up in the night because he’s behind the desk with the cashier and he’s on the fucking blower. Barney kicks the door in and takes a shot at him, hits him in the wrist and it’s like his arm exploded, his hand is blown off and his tendons dangling down and the phone is still in his hand, hanging there, and Tommy jumps up and slides over the counter and the cashier crouches down and starts whimpering and Tommy picks up this night-duty torch that is lying there on the counter and he starts beating Jimmy over the head with it, I see his head cave in, I think he took his lamps out, but Tommy keeps at it, the noise is disgusting, fucking, stupid, cunt, Tommy’s screaming, whapping him over the head with this fucking thing, we, came, here, to, help, you, you stupid, fucking, cunt, he’s yelling, and now he’s dead, fuck it, Jimmy Smalls is dead.

         Tommy to the cashier: who was your man Jimmy Smalls calling? Quick, he says, and he picks the cashier up by the hair and pushes him, face down, into the counter. A car pulls into the garage. They catch light of what’s going on and they’re out of there in seconds. I don’t know, the guy says, I really don’t fucking know. What’s he say on the phone? Tommy says. You were standing next to him the whole time, what did he say? He said nothing, the cashier says to Tommy, he said fuck all, he says. He just picked up the phone, he just dials a number and then he just stands there, listening. Don’t fucking lie to me, Tommy screams at him, but the cashier’s crying, he’s sobbing and he’s begging for his life. I’m not lying, he says, Jimmy said fuck all, he says, he didn’t speak at all, he just stood there, listening, in a trance. There’s somebody on the other end of the phone but I couldn’t hear them speaking. They answered but they didn’t say anything. And that was when he got his arse plugged, he says. That was everything what happened, the wee cashier says. That’s all I know, he says.

         Where are the keys to the garage? Tommy says to him. They’re in the till, the guy says, and Tommy gets him to open it for him and he throws them to me. Make sure these keys work and come back and tell me, Tommy says, then he forces the guy back down into the counter and puts a gun to the side of his head. I run out back in a panic.

         I can hardly get the key in the lock for jangling but sure enough it works, and I slide the door up, and then I near shite myself. The garage is full of people. Standing there, in silence, staring back at me. It’s a fucking set-up. I pull my gun out and I jump back. I take a shot. Bam: nobody makes a sound. I let off a round. Bam bam bam: no cunt’s moving.

         That’s because they’re all fucking mannequins. Fuck me but the garage is full of mannequins all pressed up against each other, and here’s me having to squeeze through. There’s barely any room to get by and their blank eyes are staring, and their cold hands are grabbing, and they smell like they’ve been imprisoned in here for years.

         And I thought about all the mannequins that ever existed, all locked up in garages and in cupboards and with their missing arms and legs, and thrown away, in basements all over Northern Ireland, and I saw myself, right then, floating up, over Armagh, and seeing the rooftops lift off and the walls give way without a sound, trapped faces, looking up, without a word, and me, looking down, just the same. 

         But I push through to the back and there are boxes stacked to the ceiling and in the boxes there is the stash of your best dreams. Rifles and handguns and fucking anti-tank mines and grenades, you name it. I push my way back through this horrible fucking silent crowd but by this time I am so elated, I’m so high, that I kiss one of the baldy chicks right on the lips. I don’t give a fuck.

         I run back round to the garage, where Tommy is still holding the guy down by the hair. It’s all there, I says to him, let’s move it, and Tommy takes a cushion off the chair and puts it over the guy’s head and empties three shots into his skull. Then he winks at me.

         We cut a path through the cold, staring dummies. Barney’s freaked out but Tommy’s intrigued. We load the caravan with the weapons and we’re out of there in twelve minute flat. I says to Tommy, imagine all the silent fucking dummies, all missing limbs and with their heads all baldy, locked up in fucking empty rooms, right now, just standing there in the dark, saying nothing, just staring into each other … Does that not gives you a shiver? Naw, Tommy says to me, and he laughs, that just reminds me of my childhood, he says, and we roar off, triumphant, into the black fucking night of 1970s Northern Ireland, the best decade what ever lived.

         
            *

         

         Tommy had a friend name of Miracle Baby. He said he was a good conversationalist, which was ridiculous, cause of the kid was a retard. Something had happened to him while he was being born, his umbilical got caught round his throat and not enough oxygen went to his brain. He was in the local paper, the headline says Miracle Baby, the name stuck. He would wander round the streets because his own family couldn’t give a flying toss and he would talk to people over their hedges and people would feel sorry for him and bung him a few bob or offer him a biscuit. But Tommy actually spent time talking to the lad. I says to him once, excuse me but what the fuck is it that you and this Miracle Baby talk about? He’s into every trick, Tommy says, he knows everything what’s going on. Tommy actually had him working for him, he had him helping out in his da’s garden. I say garden, but really it was a mound of black scorched earth where some eejit had set fire to a car, and about three daffodils. Now Miracle Baby is in there, digging out flower beds and building a very fucking rudimentary rock garden, it has to be said.

         You could have fun with him, mind. Sing us a song about the IRA, we says to him, sing us a song about the struggle, and he knew them all. He’d come chiming in, giving it all the history you like, songs about the Bogside and Bloody Sunday. Tommy began teaching him Como. You want to have heard this wee retard murdering ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’. Just thinking about it makes me nostalgic for the days when you used to have village idiots wandering about the place, what happened to that?

         But the point is what happened with Miracle Baby. He became our man. He had access to everybody, inner-circle stuff, and gangsters, and even the British Army. Who else but a fucking retard would go up to armed soldiers in the street and try to engage them in conversation? Everybody knew him and everybody thought he was harmless. The only person what took him serious was Tommy. And he saw how he could use him. Not in a cynical way, because he genuinely liked the wee fella, but the point is this: Tommy was listening when nobody else was.

         
            *

         

         No one saw us leaving the garage with this massive arms stash in the back and a painting of Mickey Mouse on the side of our caravan. I began to think that Mickey was our lucky ghost, that he was making us invisible. We drove back to the caravan park and sweated through a few days, waiting for the law, or the Ra, or who knows, worse, to swoop, but we’d whacked the middleman and we’d severed the connection and the only people that could join the dots between us and the killing now were Jimmy’s ma, who was mental, and Tommy’s da, who was debatable.

         Tommy calls him from a phone box down the road from the campsite. Jimmy Smalls is dead, he says to him. Ah fuck, his da says, and here’s me sitting with a bottle of Bushmills for him as well. This is what passed for sympathy with Tommy’s da. Still, there was the question of the guy on the phone. Who had Smalls been calling? We sat outside the caravan and debated, debated, debated. What if it’s one of they set-ups? Barney says. What if it was Mack that was on the blower? I thought he had a point. But Tommy says it makes no sense. Naw, he says. Jimmy Smalls was selling those arms and had been for ages, selling them to all comers, he says to us, why would he suddenly phone a guy high up in the Ra and blow his own cover? What if it was your man Danny McGonigle? I says to him. After all, it was McGonigle he was selling them on to. Why don’t we just fucking kill Danny McGonigle to be on the safe side? Barney says to us. Where’ll it end? I says to him. Then who do we kill after we kill him to shut the next one up? Oh, there’ll be no next one, Barney says, and all the time he’s hoking away at his ear with a cotton bud and this fucking bud would come off and disappear inside his ear and get stuck in there and we’d have to use a fucking hairpin or a bent paperclip to hoke it back out. No cunt likes Danny McGonigle, Barney says to us, no cunt would bat their fucking lamps. In fact they’d be dancing in the streets. Either way, Tommy says to us, for now we go ahead with the masquerade of burying these arms in shite, and of digging them all the way back up again.

         
            *

         

         The arms stash – forgive me, son – the supposed arms stash, was meant to be buried round the back of this sewage works outside of Carnagh. We pull up in the evening, just as the light is settling. We left Barney behind to look after the caravan and so as we could give him a shout once the hole was ready. We couldn’t have a Mickey Mouse caravan full of arms parked up at a sewage works in the dark. So me and Tommy borrow a car from an old pal that ran the taxis and fill the boot with turfs of peat. We park the car round the back and leave the boot open so as anybody can see what we were up to. Then we crack out the spades and get stuck in.

         We were waist-deep when we struck shite. The stuff was leaking through the ground from the sewage plant, and it was green, green shite, come squelching out. First it’s a trickle, then it’s a full jet. Ah, we’re bollocksed, I says to Tommy. Light some fags, he says to me. This is his solution. Smoke like fucking troopers, he says to me, it’s the only way we’re going to get through this. So as we clamp a set of fags between our teeth, and we keep to the digging. We’re going to end up with fucking trench foot before the night’s out, I says to Tommy. Soon we’re waist-deep in liquid shite. Right, Tommy says, enough. I climb out and I pull him up after me. This is the perfect cover, he says to me. Who the fuck else would even come here?

         We drop the car back at this guy’s house, we’ll call him Jackie, this boy Jackie, and of course his car is covered in shite. What in the name of all that’s holy did you two just do, Jackie says to us, go to a gay disco? He took it well, considering. We called Barney and had him pick us up a few streets away. He didn’t take it so well. If youse two get into this fucking caravan with those clothes on we will never get the stench out of this van, he says to us. Take off your clothes, he says, then youse can get in.

         Don’t fuck with me, Tommy says to him, and he goes to open the door. But Barney peels off and stops further down the street. I mean it, Barney says to us, youse are only getting in if youse take your fucking clothes off first.

         Think about it: Barney’s proposing that two fucking Irish rebel gangsters strip naked and climb into a Mickey Mouse caravan with a massive illegal arms stash in the back on the fucking main street of a town in bandit country. Fuck this, Tommy says, and he whips his shoes off and he tosses them under a hedge. Shirt, trousers and socks to follow. I do the exact same. Now wipe your hands, Barney says to us, like he’s our ma, and we both bend down and wipe our hands in the grass. Curtains are twitching, we’re standing there basically bollock naked in the street, but Barney finally lets us in and we go skidding off. We’re both sitting in the back in nothing but a pair of Y-fronts, looking at each other, like that. Bring on the gay disco, I says to them. But no cunt’s laughing.

         That’s when it occurs to me. Wait a minute, I says to Tommy, why are we going to all the trouble of digging a hole and burying the arms just to dig them back up again? Tommy looks at me with a vacant expression. He still hasn’t clicked. With Jimmy Smalls out the picture, and the guy at the petrol station dead, there’s no sinner to say otherwise, I says to him. Why don’t we just say that we dug them up and here they are? Do you think anybody’s going to go looking for a hole? Tommy looks at me for a minute or so. I’m waiting for the penny to drop, although he might just kill me, there’s that too. But then he bursts out laughing. We both do. This is like a bad fucking Irish joke, he says to me, and he shakes his head. Barney shouts back from up the front. If youse want to make it authentic, he says to us, youse could always stick the guns up your arse before you hand them over. That was the punchline, right there.

         
            *

         

         Now, see, I’ve thought about that word for years, that word called masquerade. It comes from the times where the kings and queens of this world would go to their balls in disguise and mix it with the common people with the help of a mask, so as the person you met, you had no idea if they were a pauper, a king or a knave. Everybody, for a single night, could forget their identity. What a relief, I hear you say, but what the fuck does that have to do with a fox asleep, or dead, by a tree?

         Okay, so as one day I’m out shopping, in the town, and I pick up this LP, Como, The Early Years. And this stuff sounds like Barney has a cotton wool bud stuck in his ear. The quality is murder, but the songs are top-notch. He sings all of the songs on there, ‘Girl of My Dreams’, ‘Faithful Forever’, ‘Till the End of Time’, a whole lifetime of songs. But then there’s this other song there too, like a ghost song, come out of the past, and of course you know about ghosts, how they have cold hands, and I feel these cold hands on my head, pulling me awake, holding me under, and this voice comes in, only it’s stuck, in the sound, in the clicking and scratching, but then these words, coming out of the background, these words, coming clear as light: I’ll meet you at the masquerade.

         I can feel the cold hands of the ghost, like a snake sliding down and coiling round my wild Irish heart. Ah fuck, I says to myself as Como’s voice starts coming to me, and it’s like he’s trying and he’s trying till he’s come in, into the room, like a daemon or a spirit, and he’s using what he can to come through, and that’s when I realise; it’s not Como singing anymore, it’s Tommy come in, in the voice of Como. Twelve o’clock is chiming, he’s singing, it’s Tommy’s come in, and his voice is coming through the air, I see him with his arms outstretched, and I smell him, that manly smell, his precious eyes, brimming over, as he turns and he points to the moon in the night-time sky, and now it is no longer something up above us. If you unmask your heart, he sings, I’ll love you, love you. Midnight, shadows fade, he sings, no one’s left at the masquerade. Everything is through, dear, but my love for you, dear, lives on. And he holds that one last note forever.

         
            *

         

         But everything goes well. We hand over the arms to Mack, we get our first holiday in a caravan park, plus we’re local heroes with The Boys. Tommy’s da is off the historical hook, Mack doesn’t even ask us about the weapons that were unaccounted for, plus he gives us three massive bags of grass for a present – that’s grass as in marijuana – and even I’m starting to think that Tommy was right and that this guy is fucking Bob Marley.

         None of us has ever done drugs before in our life but now we’re sitting there with three fat supermarket bags full of the stuff. It’s disgusting, Barney says, it smells like that vomity Italian cheese, he says. It’s supposed to be good for listening to the music, Tommy says to us. Come over to mine later, he says, and we can listen to some Como on it and see how he sounds. Como would never approve, Barney says. He doesn’t need to know, I says to him.

         So as we agree to meet later on at Tommy’s and smoke this stuff. I head back home for a bit, I was still living at my ma’s by this point but she was away out for the night so as I thinks to myself, I should just smoke myself a wee doobster, just to acclimatise myself to it, like. So I roll myself a wee joint, about two inch long. Mix it with some tobacco. Open the window and take a hit. 

         Nothing. Nadja. Zip. Then I start to minding stuff. Next thing it’s a flood of stuff. Then it’s like too-much-stuff, like a river of stuff, a river what has burst its banks and what is sweeping everything up in its wake and plus the waters are filthy in this river what’s coming back to me in a dream. I nip out back to the toilet. We still had an old freezing outdoor loo in them days. I go out there and I lock the door and I light the candle and I take a look in the mirror. Holy fuck. I’m not kidding. There’s nothing there. It’s like an ice rink. Frozen. Empty. There’s no face, just thick fucking ice that has frosted over the mirror. I’m stood there staring into this frozen mirror at my own lack of a face for I don’t know how long. Where’s my face. Where’s my fucking face, Samuel? But then these little colours start to form on the mirror, these spinning little colours coming through the ice. And now I can see it. It’s little girls, starting to appear, little girls come in colour, dancing and spinning and coming through the ice like in an old Disney cartoon, in colour. I sit down on the can and I watch them, beautiful, inside the mirror, is a splash of colour, spinning, and skating on one leg, the other leg raised into the air behind them, and some of them are pirouettes, spinning, and there’s music, somewhere far away there is romantic music, and I think to myself, this is Central Park, I says to myself, it’s that ice rink at Central Park, Samuel, the one from the movies.

         
            
                  And now it is snowing’t

               The soft snowes,

                                   falling’t,

                        on all the little girls,

                                   spinning’t this way an

                                            that, 

            

         

         I had always dreamt of New York. My ma was in love with America. She had a picture of JFK above the cooker. It’s like Doctor Who, Samuel, I says to myself. This toilet just went and teleported you to New York, I says. There’s one girl in the middle, spinning on the spot. I feel as if I know her. Even though I can’t get a good look at her I feel a great connection. Little girl is a whole new possibility, Xamuel, I says to myself. Faceless girl, in a frozen mirror, coming through in colour. And now it’s spinning faster and faster. Now the whole place is vibrating. I curl up on the floor and I hold on. I can’t move. I’m fixed to the spot. There’s nothing I can do. And now it feels like we’re flying.

         It’s a bollocks cold night and there’s no heating in the toilet. I’m going to die out here on my own and nobody will know, my ma won’t be back to the morning and when she is she’ll find my frozen corpse, these are the wild thoughts raging through my mind on this filthy river. But then all of a sudden I get this feeling of calm acceptance. I mean, your ma’s toilet is hardly the worst place to die in. I lie there and I think of all the little girls, spinning into colour. And then it’s like a minute has passed and I’m back on my feet. I stagger back inside and it’s eleven o’clock at night. I was out there lying on the floor completely paralysed for three hour. Where had all the time gone? I missed Tommy and Barney and everything. I was that fucking angry I took all the grass I had and I poured it down the toilet bowl and I flushed it. When Tommy heard what I had done he went furious. He says that when you smoke it time stands still. He says that when you smoke it one Como song could last for eternity.

         
            *

         

         We all got a bit of money out the deal with Mack, a fair bit of money, actually, especially for us, back then, and we kitted ourself out with the tailored suits and the Aquascutum raincoats and the hats. I got a green dog-tooth suit, handmade, that was the envy of the Ardoyne, plus I was the first person in my street ever to have a gold watch. Thank god there’s a war on, Tommy says to us.

         Barney had this thing for Egypt, don’t ask why, there’s no point in analysing it. He bought himself a leather folder with pictures of Egypt on the front. I don’t even know what the purpose of it was, whether he was planning on walking up and down Jamaica Street with it under his arm or keeping his letters from the bru all neat in it, but when you would go over there he would have it lying out on the table right in front of you, in a house that otherwise had no ornaments whatsoever.

         Would you look at the craftsmanship in that, he says to us, look at the Nile picked out there, look at the detail of that, and there’s the pyramids, he says, that’s the boys right there, sticking up, that’s one of the seventeen wonders of the world you’re looking at, and that’s your man the Giant fucking Sphinx crouched down there by the side. You’re a Giant fucking Sphinx, I says to him.

         Then he had this cigarette station, I think that’s what you called them, carved out of dark wood to look like a mysterious island gone black with the sun. There was a wooden cobra at the front, rising up and getting ready to spit. Then there was a carved elephant’s foot you used as an ashtray and another wee elephant that just stood there like it was too young to be there in the first place and an alligator that had its mouth open with little ivory teeth whose back you could use to strike a match on it and this gravestone thing that made no sense where you kept your matches in. If you wanted to smoke at Barney’s he would pass you this thing and you would have to go through the whole fucking rigmarole of figuring it out while he’s stood there staring at you and explaining about the crocodiles of the Nile and the elephants of Egypt. I don’t even fucking know if they had elephants in Egypt, he would have been better off with a pair of camels, I telt him, a pair of dromedaries would have gone a lot better, I says to him, but he didn’t want to hear it.

         Tommy bought himself another painting. That’s where the money is, he says to Barney. This is what you call an investment. Plus it tied in with Tommy’s new thing about how as we should be furthering ourselves and always getting better. It was a painting of two fellas, looking away. Two figures in a landscape, setting out on a boat, into the painting, like the horizon was real. Aside from that there was nothing but sea and sky to be seen except for one coloured rock on the bottom right that had what looked like bright seaweed on it. Tommy says he thought it was Chinese. This could be worth serious money, he says, you know what the Chinese are like. You could see what he meant. When you looked at the brushstrokes there was something Chinese about it, which means something light and delicate but deep. Then Tommy says to us: it’s allegorical. Where the fuck did he get a word like that? This is allegorical art, he says to us. Barney says to him, aye, well, but there’s not much to it, is there? It’s not much of a painting at all, he says, if you ask me. You mugs just don’t get it, Tommy says to us, and he shakes his head. Then he points to the two figures crossing the sea. Lighting out for another shore, he says to us, and he smiles, like he’s explaining something rudimentary to a small child with great difficulty. You mugs just don’t have a feel for the arts, he says to us. Mugs like you could never hope to understand, he says. Then he walks out the room, shaking his head at the state of the mugs in this world. It was another insight into Tommy’s brain. And it looked like a fucking empty ocean with two Chinese fishermen on it. It’s not how I pictured it, I’ll be honest with you.

         
            *

         

         Right enough, we start getting jobs, the odd bank heist, the occasional kidnap. We were on our way. We meet Mack at a cafe in town. He orders one of them salads. It was the first time any of us had seen a radish. Barney picks one up to examine it. A wee, perfectly formed one. See if I was a radish, he says to us, I would be this one right here.

         I need youse to kidnap somebody for me, Mack says. That got our interest. But it’s a woman, he says. Barney puts the radish down. What’s she done to anybody? Tommy says. It’s not her, Mack says. It’s her man. Her man owes us money and the fucker has stopped paying. Did you threaten him with the kidnapping of his wife? I says to him. Of course not, Mack says. This way we’ve got the element of surprise. What do you want us to do with her? I says to him. Youse just need to hold her hostage, Mack says. I can’t have a woman going home with me, I says to them, especially if she’s bound and gagged. That got a laugh. We’ve got a house youse can use, Mack says, but one of youse will have to look after her till her man pays up. And what if he doesn’t pay up? Tommy says. I guess we’ll just have to sell her off, Mack says, and he shrugs. Everyone’s sat there like that: dumbfounded. They’re fucking selling women now in the IRA? But then Mack bursts out laughing. You bunch of fucking eejits, he says to us, things aren’t that bad. One of youse will just have to marry her, that’s all. And keep her imprisoned behind closed doors for the rest of her life. Just like my loving ma and da, Tommy says, and we cracked up laughing all over again.

         
            *

         

         Her name was Kathy M. She worked as a waitress at the Europa Hotel, the most bombed hotel in Europe. She lived on the Springfield Road. Her husband ran some bookshop in town. Every day she walked to the Europa, about a half-hour walk each way. We picked her up in a car on her way home from work and threw her in the back seat. Barney sat on her and Tommy put a pillowcase over her head. I was the driver.

         
            *

         

         
            
               this house they puts us in

               you should have seen this house

               the state of this house

               dirt floors and

               IRA graffiti on the walls

               w/a single burst

               couch on the dirt

               floor 

               what do you fucking

               want,

               le Europa? Mack says to us

               a fucking carpet would’ve be nice,

               I says to him.

            

         

         
            *

         

         At first we tied Kathy to a chair in the middle of the room with a gag and a pillowcase on her head but whenever we untied her to let her eat a chinky she just throws the food at us and kicks at us with her high heels, so as we take the high heels away from her and try feeding her with a spoon. Then she just spits it back in our faces. And the lingo that came out her mouth. Como would’ve blushed. Let her fucking starve, Tommy says to us. You’re not in a hotel now, love, he says to her. As soon as we take the gag out she goes ballistic about the IRA. You’re supposed to be fucking looking out for people like me, you useless bastards, she’s screaming, stuff like this. Sure as I felt bad and all. What’s the point in torturing one of your own? But Tommy says to her, your man borrowed money from The Boys and he needs to have the gumption to pay it back. The gumption? I says to myself. What do you think the IRA runs on, Tommy says to her, buttons? Loaning him money was looking out for him, he says to her, and now he needs to do the right thing. Is this what it’ll be like in a united Ireland, she says to him, and the tears are streaming down her face. Kidnap, torture, rape, she’s saying, is this what the future adds up to? Nobody’s raping nobody, Tommy says to her. Get me the fuck out of Ireland, she says to him, get me the fuck out because it’s a madhouse. Every one of youse is the fucking troubles. She kept saying that. Every one of youse is the fucking troubles. I’m going to be your fucking troubles alright, if you don’t button your lip, Tommy says to her.

         
            *

         

         Me and Tommy goes to see her husband. It’s not a bookshop he owns but a comic shop. We walk in there and there’s weans talking at the counter so as we immediately goes to the headsdown style and start with the browsing. And that’s when I spot it. Doctor Who’s Tardis in the corner of the room. Like a hypnotist snapped his fingers and I’m eating a raw onion, I immediately go into this flashback only it’s like I’m back in the outdoors toilet and I’m nailed to the floor while it’s taking off into space. I’m holding onto the comic racks to stay on my feet, I’m covered in this cold sweat, I’m seeing this fucking skating rink in the sky, in this fucking frozen mirror, and I put my arms out to my sides and I feel myself taking off, into the air, until I’m on a planet with two moons and the moons have both got a face like Tommy’s, hypnotising me, drawing me toward them, and the moons are calling me, Xamuel, Xamuel, Xamuel of Old, they says, and that’s when I wake up and I’m lying on the floor of this comic shop and Tommy and the guy what runs it are both looking down at me but I can’t tell them apart because they look the exact same.

         
            *

         

         
            
               Here,

               wait a minute, 

               hold on a second here,

               see if you know this one:

            

            
               how many Irishmen

               does it take

               to change a light bulb?

            

            
               two:

               one, to hold the light bulb

               two, to drink till the room spins.

            

         

         
            *

         

         Now the whole room was spinning and this guy, who I’m not kidding looked exactly like Tommy, this guy whose wife we have tied up at a secret location, is holding my head and feeding me water. Sure, you’re alright, he’s saying to me, it’s just a wee dizzy spell. You’ll be right as rain, he’s saying, all of this stuff to raise the dead. I start to get a bit of sense about me and I can see that Tommy is agitated. He’s looking at this guy and he’s freaked out because the two of them are almost the mirror image of each other. Tommy starts making excuses. He takes these fits, he says to his doubled image, I’ll just get him back up the road. Do you want me to shout youse a cab? his double says to him. He’s looking nervously and in amazement at Tommy who is looking nervously and in amazement at himself. No, you’re alright, Tommy says to this mirrored double, I’ll get him home fine on my own, pal, he says. Sorry about that, pal, I says to this double, I just took a funny turn, I says. What were you guys after, anyway? the double says to us. Then he says something weird. 

         Are you guys from Control? he says to us, and the three of us stop and look at each other for a second, like that. Then: what’s Control? Tommy says to him. I thought you might be able to tell me, the double says to him, and then he doesn’t say another thing because this big hole opens up in the air between us and we’re all looking down into it like, vertigo.

         Tommy says to him, we’re looking for the Tarzan comics. You got any Tarzan comics? The guy looks relieved or confused or probably both. Sorry, he says to us. I’m sorry about that before, just there, he says. Where? Tommy says. Just then, he says. About what? Tommy says. Earlier, the double says. Tommy says nothing. Okay, the double says. Understood, he says. Then he goes into this whole big fucking spiel. We got this Tarzan comic, we got that Tarzan comic. And here’s me thinking there was just one fucking Tarzan comic. Is it in colour? Tommy says to him. Is there one that’s in colour? Tommy says to him. A collector, are you? the double says to him. Just starting, Tommy says. Just getting the lay of the land, he says to him, and he presses the back of his hand to his forehead and he opens up his palm, as if he’s staring straight into the sun.

         The guy looks at him for a second and then he sort of does the same thing, makes the same signal with his hand on his head, only shakily and half-heartedly, so as it was as if maybe he didn’t do it as well, like a secret signal that wasn’t meant for you and maybe you only imagined it. Then this double, he says to us, Tarzan, Lord of the Jungle, that’s what youse are looking for, boys, he says, and he pulls out these comics in the plastic bags. John Buscema, he says to us, pointing to the cover, that’s your man right there. Who’s he? Tommy says to his double. He’s the artist, his double says to him. Silver Surfer, The Avengers, guy’s a legend, he says.

         I take a look at this one cover myself. I feel like I recognise the artwork and I says to this double, is that your man what did Doc Savage? I love Doc Savage, I says. Sure, Tommy’s double says, your man did the cover of the very first issue of Doc Savage. I’ve got that, I says to Tommy. You ever see his Savage Sword of Conan stuff? the double bill says to me and he hands me a bundle of issues. Here, he says to me, free of charge, he says. They’ll make you feel better, he says, they always do with me. I don’t want to take them. What am I going to do, go back to the house and read them while his wife chokes on a poke of chinky chips? But then he forces them on me. Good to meet a true fan, he says, and then he winks at me, like I’m in the club now too or something.

         This is a balls-up, Tommy says when we get outside, a right royal fucking balls-up, and I says to myself, the plot just thickened, Xamuel, as we jumped on the first bus to anywhere, and we looked down at these mad comics in our laps and at each other, for the first time, with suspicion, like who is the true fan here, Xamuel, and what does that mean, or what.

         
            *

         

         That night I go home and I lie in my bed and I read Savage Sword of Conan before I fall off to sleep. There’s one page in particular, one page what sticks in my mind. Your man Conan is lying on a cushion that’s the shape of an exotic seashell, on a luxurious bed, and there’s joss sticks burning and it looks like a harem or a whorehouse.

         This woman what never opens her eyes, I think she’s meant to be a blind, this blind woman, is lying, spread out, on the bed, and she is talking to Conan.

         She wears a tiny veil.

         At first, she thinks that he is somebody else.

         But then she puts her blind eyes up to his face and she says to him: you’re not savage enough to be my lover. If thou hadst been Himself, earlier this day, she says to him, He would have torn out yon rival’s limbs and fed them to the Aeways Starving’t Dawgs. Then she says to him, there’s only one thing my lover likes as much as pitiless violence, and she climbs up on top of him and they make savage love.

         
            *

         

         The Old Gods, also known as The First Powers, stand assembled here in conference.

         Their true names are subatomic and so unpronounceable by incarnates.

         We have given them the name of Father, Grandfather and Son, for they are wedded too. 

         They are stood in the presence of Fate, who is bound in adamantine chains and imprisoned in the heart of The Singularity.

         Fate stands charged with having congress with mortals in the form of a celestial swan.

         How can Fate be charged or admonished or in any way chastised when it is his nature – forged, let us not forget, in the turning inside out of our own minds – to shepherd people to their ends? The Father protests.

         Is that all we have become? The Son demands. Are we simply shepherds of lambs? Fishers of men? But where is the sport?

         It was in sport that I made love to a mortal woman in the guise of a great beast, Fate booms, from his place of imprisonment in the heart of The Dead Zone: The Place Of Endless Echoes.

         And now it is too late, The Grandfather says. Divinity has fallen.

         As Gods ye have the power to bring time itself to an end, Fate booms, do ye not?

         The Old Gods, also known as The First Powers, look solemnly at each other.

         What is the name of your son? The Son asks him. What name has she given him? The Calamity? The Troubles? The Fall? 

         She should have named him Destiny, Fate sighs.

         The Father pulls a face.

         Instead she has christened him The Anomaly, Fate says.

         And what of his powers?

         He has become a story. His powers are inexorable.

         And where does this story take place?

         On the island of Hibernia.

         And how long does it last?

         Until the end of time.

         Next time: Neutrino, The Anomaly and The X-Ray Kid Enter The Anti-Matter Universe!

         
            *

         

         Okay, so it’s decided, we’re sending Barney to do the dirty, it has got to be done, whether I’m a true fan or not. I says to him, see while you’re in there, pick me up some more copies of that Savage Sword of Conan would you? Will I fuck, he says. Do it, I says to him, it’ll be good cover. Besides, I says to him, that’s your excuse to loiter round the shop till the right moment. Plus I really wanted to get some more issues, is the honest truth. What the fuck is this thing called, this thing, this Sexy Sword of Conan thing, Barney says to me. Fuck sake, don’t ask for that, I says to him. It’s Savage Sword of Conan. Just think about what you’re about to do to the boy, I says to him, then it’ll all come flooding back.

         So as we send Barney packing, but I admit it, I’m nervous. These panic attacks, these flashbacks, they’re giving me a weird feeling that I just can’t shake, where it’s like the past and the future are all mixed up in each other’s together. A prophetic feeling, is what you call it. And the guy what looked like Tommy, and what went on between them, but maybe not. All of this has got me on edge, and I’m starting to feel like my head’s away with it.

         Tommy’s gone for the weekend. He’s staying in some cottage in Cushendall that some pals of his own. I’m in the dump house with Kathy and the pillowcase is back on her head.

         Look, I says to her, I’m taking the gag out if you can be fucking polite for ten fucking minute. I leans in and I take the gag out and she just sits there, in silence. It’s a fucking miracle. Are you still alive in there? I says to her. Barely, she says to me, thanks to you. Listen, love, I says to her, I’m the one keeping you alive. I’m the one feeding you every day, I’m the one taking you to the toilet. All of this is above and beyond, far as I’m concerned, I says.

         I’m so fucking tired of it, she says to me, I’m so fucking tired of both sides. Her voice is muffled from the white pillowcase that is still on her head. There’s a wet patch where her lips have made a circle, so as she looks like a ghost. Youse bang on about civil rights but it’s all just a fucking excuse, she says to me, in this voice what’s hard to make out and what sounds like an echoes. No one has any rights anymore in Ireland, not unless you can establish them at the end of a gun, she says, in this distant voice. You’ll come running just as soon as you get burnt out your house, I says to her. As soon as your husband gets plugged in the back, who you gonna turn to then? The peelers? The fucking Brits?

         You’re the one most likely to pop my husband in the back, you dirty fucker, she says to me, in this voice like one of them ventriloquists. Why don’t you just torch our house while you’re at it? she says. I can’t believe she called me a dirty fucker. That was below the belt. Still, I keep my cool. Women are different, you have to understand that.

         So your man sells children’s comics for a living? I says to her. Comics aren’t just for children anymore, she says, and her weird quiet voice is really starting to do my crown in, to be honest with you. Fucking superheroes and that? I says to her. Give me a fucking break. Some guy running round in his fucking scants saving people? For the love of Jayzus, what next?

         Ireland could do with some fucking superheroes right now, she says to me, and it’s barely a whisper now. What, I says to her, Captain Ireland? What would his powers be? Invisibility, she says, at least I think that’s what she says, that way he could walk all over this fucking town as he pleased, I think is what she whispered at the end there.

         
            *

         

         Someone spots Barney walking up the Falls Road with a busted head, staggering about all over the shop, it’s a taxi driver that we know who works for the Ra and he pulls over and bundles him into the back seat before anyone sees him. He’s clearly out of his box. He’s taken a right fucking pasting. This fucking man-machine, this fucking man-mountain, was so indestructible that he had walked all the way from the city centre on autopilot, not even knowing where he was, like a crow with a severed claw and with its left eye pecked out.

         The driver drops Barney off at his house, his wife Shona is out there in a panic, Shona who was five foot two and made of bullets. They send someone round to the house to get me and I leave Kathy tied and gagged in the living room while I inspect the damage. Barney’s got a big dirty gouge out his head. You’re going to need stitches in that, I says to him, and then he goes and throws up all over himself, this fucking thick green puke, he’s a Tim to his insides, I says to myself, what the fuck is this cunt eating. I tear his dirty shirt off and I ball it up with his stained vest and I run through to the kitchen and launch them out the back window. Thing is, barring his being at death’s door, Barney’s banned from all the hospitals in Belfast due to his losing the head and causing carnage. I don’t want to phone Mack, because then it looks like what the situation is: out of control.

         I ask Shona if she’s got any Bushmills. Then I ask her for a needle and some thread. She’s only got this fucking light-blue wool she uses for the knitting but it’ll have to do. I ask her to leave the room. Why, she says to me, what are you going to do to him? What do you think I’m going to do? I scream at her. Take my dick out and dip it in the wound? Get the fuck out of here, I says to her. Okay, Barney son, I says to him, get this down your neck. I pour him a half-pint of Bushmills with two Panadol crushed up in it. I mean, he’s incoherent as he is, so it can’t do any harm. I tie a small wee knot in the wool and I thread the needle. Then I just pinch the skin around the cut and start sewing. All this fluff is coming off the wool and it’s getting into the blood so as it looks like someone has split his head open with a stick of candyfloss. I’m hoping that it doesn’t give him some kind of uncommon brain infection. But then it’s like that experiment where the guy puts electrodes into your brain and you start to hear things, see things. Barney starts talking like a tape recorder, talking in this fucking disconcerting voice that I have never heard before.

         
            *

         

         
            
               Doctor, doctor,

               he says.

               Who’s there? I says

               to him.

               Is this, what, the butcher shop? he says

               and then:

               half a pound of kiddlies, please,

               he says.

               Do you not mean kidneys? I says

               to him.

               I said kiddlies, diddle I?

               he says.

            

         

         
            *

         

         I’m cracking up over this. It’s like we’ve tapped into the automatic part of his brain and all it contains are jokes. Irish jokes. My wife’s a prostitute, he says to me. I says to him, keep it down Barney, for fuck sake, Shona’s just next door. A prostitute, Barney says to me, thank fuck for that, I thought you says she was a Protestant.

         Here, I says to him, and I pour him another Bushmills: drink this, it’s the law. I finish sewing him up and it doesn’t look half bad, apart from it’s fuzzy and it looks like he has a weird blue weave in his hair. I put him on the couch and he falls asleep so as I shout Shona through. Some craic, innit? I says to her. But the joke’s lost on her. She sees the job I’ve done on his head and I think she’s going to take a fit but instead she just stands there and sighs. He looks like a wee angel, she says to me. It wasn’t the first description that came to mind but it’s a thumbs-up and I’ll take what I can get. I leave Barney to recover, hopefully, who knows, and I head back round to the house. But I can feel that something’s wrong. Something in the background there. Prophecy. There’s no one’s there, I says to myself. She’s gone, I says to myself. I’m like a wolf with a dirty rag. I break into a run. I burst through the door and in the living room there’s nothing but an empty chair with a pair of stilettos on it. It’s like the Invisible Woman hanged herself. Or was raised up, into the air, and disappeared.

         
            *

         

         Of course it was them fucking Conan comics what did it. Of course Barney has gone in there looking like he did and asked if they have any Sexy Sword of Conan. Of course the guy says he does, he’s got some in the back, and would you give him a minute, would you, and while he’s gone Barney locks the door so as it’s just the two of them, then he takes out his gun, and he goes into the back room, and by this point the guy is already halfways out the window, this tiny wee window at the top that he can barely fit through, and Barney gets up on the counter and starts pulling him back into the room by the legs, but the guy starts kicking with these boots on, these boots with the steel toecaps, and Barney says he feels it like it’s splitting his skull and he falls back off the counter, he falls back out of control, and he fucks his head off the edge of this metal table as he goes. He doesn’t remember much of anything else, after that.

         But it turns out that not only did he make his way home like a wounded pigeon but that he’s somehow had the presence of mind to lock the shop behind him and to take the fucking keys: genius. I says to him, listen Barney, fuck that guy and his foul-mouthed wife. We’ll take the shop and its contents and we’ll make more money for the Ra than they ever knew they had coming to them. But first we drive round to the house where the guy lived with Kathy and we break in.

         There’s no one around, of course, they’re both hiding out somewhere, obviously, so as we go looting from room to room. A TV, a video recorder – rare as dice in the Ardoyne at the time – plus a bunch of slasher videos; brilliant stuff. I get myself a pair of shoes, a nice pair of tan brogues, the bastard only went and had the same size feet as me. Barney goes through Kathy’s panties and takes a couple of pairs from her drawer. You dirty bastard, I says to him, but he’s like that, no, I’m giving them to Shona for an anniversary present. You give your wife dirty knickers for a present? I says to him. Sure, she’ll never know, he says. Besides, he says, I’ll break them in first myself, if you know what I’m saying. I wish I fucking didn’t, I says to him. Besides, I says to him, they’ll be a fucking tent on your Shona. Shut it, Barney says. They’re elasticated, designed to fit all comers. Then he laughs and he puts a pair of them over his head like a bally. See? he says. You’re fucking disgusting, I says to him. Something about it was just really uncouth to me.

         When Tommy got back from his holidays, we broke the news. We got our own comic shop, I says to him, all profits straight to the Ra. You wee beauty, he says to us, and he spits on his hands and he rubs them together, like that.

         
            *

         

         It’s our grand first day of trading and Barney is only sitting there behind the counter with a fucking bowler hat on. You look like a fucking Orangeman, I says to him, what the fuck. Have you never clocked The New Avengers on the telly? he says to me. This is Steed, he says, pointing to the hat on his head. This will appeal to the geeks, he says. They’ll lap it right up. Steed is a fucking Orangeman, I says to him. That’s fucking heresy, he says to me. Besides, he says, it’s this or it’s fucking Bagpuss, and he raises his hat to reveal the state of my botched knitting job on his noggin. Either way, I says to him, you look like a villain. A supervillain, he says to me, and he takes his hat off and spins it at me like a Frisbee. Wait a minute, I says to him. Now I know who you remind me of. It’s not Steed. It’s fucking Oddjob out the James Bond movies. Oddjob’s a chinky, Barney says to me, what are you trying to say? And without a word of a lie, Tommy comes in right then and soon as he sees Barney sitting there in that hat, he says to him, alright Oddjob? After that it was all over: Barney was Oddjob, even if in real life he was a chinky.

         
            *

         

         It’s frightening what fear can do when you think about it. Think about it. We helped ourselves to these people’s worldly possessions, we took over their shop, we tied this poor woman up and made her wear a pillowcase for a mask and kept her in a boarded-up house with no floors, just because the Ra says they needed the money and not a sinner raised a finger against us. It was good times, if you were on the right side, or at least one of them. But if you fell through the cracks: forget it.

         And not a sinner questioned us about running this comic shop neither. Sometimes weans would come in and ask about where’s Davy what runs it but we just says to them he was gone and that’s that and they shrugged and bought their comics as usual and left, or even weirder, some of them would catch sight of Tommy and think that he was Davy and some of them even called him Davy, see you later, Davy, they would shout to him as they left. I says to Barney, do you think our Tommy looks like your man Davy? Sure, he looks nothing like him, Barney says to me.

         One time the landlord even stuck his head round the door but we just says to him we was under new management and he never called us again because I think he got the message. We spent all day, every day, with our feet up, reading the comics. That’s when I got into what they call the underground comics. Super Furry Freak Brothers, Mr Natural. Comics aren’t for weans anymore, I says to Tommy and Barney. They’re still sat there reading Tarzan like a pair of mental defectives. And it was more than comics what we sold. We sold war games. Everything from the Nazis in Europe to the Elves in La-La Land. There was a magazine called Dragon where they would talk about rules for defeating dwarves and skills for supernatural sorcerers and with pictures of women with big huge tits in skimpy leather outfits disembowelling priests with double-headed axes. I felt right at home. This is Ireland, I says to myself, everybody’s at it, it’s just that we’re the only ones up front about it. I don’t need a map of Middle-earth to find my way into slaughtering a troop of Huns. They called them role-playing games, RPGs for short. These are games where what you do is you pretend to be somebody else. But here’s the thing: the point of the game is not to win. The point is to play your part. I mean, you could get points and gain skills and stuff like that, but the real, serious gamers would try to get into the mindset of their characters and make the decisions that they would make, whether it was to their advantage or not. What I’m trying to say is, it was about being true, to a fantasy, for sure, but being true to it all the same.

         Now this appealed to me right down to the ground. Think about it. It’s not like a game of football where you just try your best. You’re given handicaps right from the start. Like, for instance, elves are rubbish at magic. Alright. And then you go along with that. You’ll need to figure it out without magic, in that case. Then you have a guy upstair called The Dungeon Master. This is the guy what creates the entire scenario. Only he doesn’t get to make the final call. That comes down to the roll of a dice. And not any normal dice, mind. You get four-sided dice and six-sided dice and eight-sided dice and ten-sided dice and twelve-sided dice and twenty-sided dice; all these dice. I thought the roll of a dice was simple. I was kidding myself. The reality is that you roll the dice and you roll the dice again. And you can’t lose, really, as long as you play your part. But see as soon as you quit doing that, see as soon as it’s all about getting ahead in the game, regardless of what gamers call your characteristics, which is the map of your dungeons, which is the home of your dragons, then the game is up, and it’s a bogey.





OEBPS/faber_branding_logo.png





OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





OEBPS/9780571340538_cover_epub.jpg
For
The
Good
Times

‘This. This is what’s
happening. Seriously
brilliant. Fair puts a
song in your dark
heart and a smile on
your cracked lips so
it does.’

Spider Stacy

David Keenan

Author of This'ls Memorial Device





