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			Foreword

			I was his witness. I’d like to say we all were – I’d like to but I can’t. It was only me over the years who stuck by him. Who slept and slept with his drowsiness; who stood at his shoulder, invisible, as he gritted his misshapen teeth and shouted at the jeerers that they would have their answer soon; who watched him write this book. 

			He wrote in a prescribed medication haze, attending creative writing workshops and working with the determination of someone who could only die when this project was complete. I watched him. Watched as he dragged himself out of bed at 2 a.m. and worked to 6 a.m. and then back to bed and sleep. The pattern repeated day after day. There was love – but love in the smoke and mirrors of his mind. Love of a sort, of an intensity that crossed time and space and shook us all. A figure that haunted the very corners of my eyes. Yes, there was love and much more and much less.  

			WARNING – This book contains mental distress and themes of suicide which some may find triggering.  

		


		
			Prologue

			And if life be, as it surely is, a problem to me, I am no less a problem to life. People must adopt some attitude towards me, and so pass judgement both on themselves and me.

			De Profundis – Oscar Wilde

			I agreed to make the fire, but it was already too late to placate the voices.

			As I collected the sticks and paper, I marvelled at the noise coming from my derelict little flat. So much noise. Too much. It filled every hollow of my being. I yelled, “Shut up before you wake the neighbours,” but they didn’t listen. They never listened. Their voices saturated my pores until my very flesh felt sodden. They rose and fell arguing, pleading, demanding, insulting.

			Although unnerved, what could I do? Long since departed were the woman from social services and the man from Praxis. Their jobs were finished for the day but mine was a ceaseless vigil of echoing voices, doors opening and glasses clinking.

			The people who remained were more than old friends – they were my family. They were my complaining mother, my ever-angry father, my teasing older brother, my scolding sister and my ex-lover, crowded into a space that was really too small. They always came when the moon was high.

			“I cannot remember what it is like to be alone,” I declared loudly enough for them to hear. A strange thought because I couldn’t remember a time when I wasn’t lonely.

			I continued to work at the fire, gathering the kindling, a painted canvas – one of my best – a cushion from the chair. A new noise made me jump but it was just the creaking of a floorboard or perhaps my mind playing tricks.

			I sat surrounded by my broken paintings with voices shouting approval as I lit the fire. Approval – at last! I leaned back and lit a cigarette and watched the flames begin licking the wall. I might be an old man but tonight I feel young.
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			Chapter 1 - The Jaws of Death

			“I float like a butterfly and sting like a bee,” I yelled, giggling as I returned the squash ball. My feet danced with life as only a teen’s could. Sneakers squeaking over the court and leaving illegal black marks. Stains on a perfect day.

			George was cursing. “Why do you have to play the most ridiculous shots – the most unlikely shots? It’s weird.” He ran his finger through his mop of stringy hair. “You’re weird, Paul Gorman, but you’re a fighter. I give you that. You played me to—”

			Then the world froze. We were soaking wet and there was the sound of raucous laughter. I looked up at a gang of teens, sixteen or seventeen-year-olds, the same age as George and me, shaking with laugher and cheering. 

			In a rare moment of anger I shouted, “You wouldn’t be laughing if you were down here, mate.” I was shaking with water and defiance. 

			George grabbed my racquet and rushed to the door.

			I overheard one of the ugbugs say, “Right, we’ll do that,” and looked for George, who had already made his way like a frightened insect towards the main exit. 

			One of the crowd, the puffa jacket who had shouted, stamped his feet, came forward and threw a few punches, joking and wildly swinging. By now a crowd of over twenty leering teenagers in ragged tracksuits and the obligatory puffa jackets had gathered. I retreated, not running, and gathered the sports bags that George had forgotten in his hurried exit.

			The court walls were brick and resembled a prison. Perhaps it would act as a trap for my tormentors. I walked carefully towards the door, black trainers squelching and echoing at the same time. I carried myself like a bodybuilder towards the main exit. I had felt fear all my life in one way or another but now I just felt light-headed.

			“Hey, ugly,” Puffa shouted. “You buck-toothed git.”

			I recited poetry to myself, “And yet the menace of the years finds and shall find me unafraid.” Then a poetry critic came to mind, saying that poetry achieves nothing. I wondered why there were so many critics and so few honest readers. 

			The crowds of white tracksuit bottoms just seemed to increase.

			I had reached fresh air now, my breath visible with heat and annoyance. I strode over the grey tarmac, keeping my head low and staring at one trainer then another. The air stung my cheeks but at least it wasn’t tears.

			I was tired of being hit. Tired of losing by just two goals. Tired of being threatened, of being angry and getting the wrong people with my anger. This far and no farther.

			I looked up and turned round. “Right, one at a time. Who’s first, ladies?”

			Puffa sneered, “Do you hear him? Do you hear him?”

			He threw a punch that bounced off my cheek and fell away. I felt a little bit of stiffness around my face. Funny, I thought it would hurt more. A strange energy was building in my fist. One that said, it’s always so easy for you. You just hit and spit and bully while I do nothing. I do nothing.

			Then I really was like Mohammed Ali, or so George later said, as he was running into the distance, his legs making the sound of the words – this is your fight not mine. For I could remember nothing. Nothing. Nothing of what happened next. All I knew was Puffa was lying on his back, nose bleeding. 

			“You’re crazy, you are!” he prophesised. But he stayed down. 

			A ginger in a Celtic top grabbed my arms and tried to restrain me. I wondered should I back headbutt, but I didn’t need to. He just pushed me towards the tree-lined yard. I guess they thought me too crazy to engage with further. 

			I walked slowly away, noticing a spot of blood on my trainers. So that was all there was to it. All the fear I had held within myself over my life and that was all there was to it.

			A brick narrowly missed my head. I shrugged my shoulders and continued strolling away as more bricks rolled past my feet or flew into the middle distance like rubber bullets at a riot.

			George appeared behind the first tree. “Get in the trees. For the first time in your life, listen, you crazy I-don’t-know-what!” he screamed as I felt the whistle of another brick. “That nearly hit your head, so it did.”

			I knew that I wouldn’t be hit. I trusted my star. So I kept up my Sunday afternoon stroll, (after all, it was a Sunday afternoon) while George dodged in and out of the trees. 

			“Come on, we’ll run a bit, won’t we?”

			But I was tired of running and continued my leisurely pace as a brick shattered the pavement in front of me, splitting it into two paths. I took the one less travelled, unperturbed, and carried on sauntering.

			Finally, I stopped and turned and gave a low bow at the lines of teens and the swarms of bricks still assailing the air. “This is like a scene from Henry V.”

			My comment saw an increase in the amount of projectiles, and with a shrug I dodged into the trees with George.

			I heard yells. “Shit! Did you see that? What the hell was that?” At which point the sound of sirens joined the cacophony as two police Landrovers sped towards the assembled group.

			“Tiocfaidh ár lá,” came a shout as the bricks changed their trajectory to bounce off the Saracen armoured cars.

			George was pale and wide-eyed. “What have you started?”

			I nodded, smiling.

			“You should have got the first punch in. Geggin’ and sleggin’ apart, if he’d got more violent, I’d have jumped him, so I would.”

			I realised that that was the first time I had ever fought back, and I felt a little ashamed for harming another human being. It was in my nature to be harmed, rather than harm another person. I wondered if that made me a coward. It probably did. It certainly didn’t make me more human.

			Later, as the Ulsterbus rumbled towards my estate, I felt a stiffness in my face and heart. George, on the other hand, was spinning a different story. 

			“I fear no man,” he said to himself. 

			I wondered at a person’s ability to self-deceive. 

			I listened to the news when I got home to see if there was anything about Maysfield Leisure Centre, but there was no mention of a disturbance. The only disturbance was my mind as wave after wave of shame and euphoria gripped me.

			* * *

			I pretended to put my head in the dog’s mouth. The small black Labrador pulled himself backwards and barked in joy before attacking with his tail.

			I fell onto the brown settee, soft eyes gazing at me. “Sandy, no!” I gasped as the dog pounced and started licking me.

			Jim stuck his head round the worn door. “I love it when Sandy does that – goes all crazy and jumps up and down on you.”

			“You and that dog,” my mother said, folding a sheet and shuffling past me.

			“Woof! What do we say when we want a walk, Sandy?”

			The dog barked approvingly and right on cue there was a thump on the rickety front door and a pair of eyes peered through the letterbox, looking left and right. I felt violated at the intrusion. “I’m going to miss this place,” I said, sighing. “It’s all I’ve known.”

			“Only natural, dear, but you have to go.”

			Jim bounced over to the door and made me wish I was twelve and not eighteen. The dog also went to investigate the eyes, his thick, black, glossy coat shining with health as he moved.

			“Jim, you listen to me. Be sure you’re in by teatime,” my mother shouted, her permed head bobbing up and down as she continued folding her sheet. She never sat – not even for a moment. She was always working. 

			I felt guilty at my lack of domestication and tidiness, so as penance I said, “Sit, Mum. I’ll get the tea.”

			She sat, though her feet still moved. 

			“Permanence at rest and permanence in motion,” I said, looking at her and quoting Stephen Donaldson. 

			“What?” She frowned at me. “What should I do next? It’s easier to go down than up, my ma said, and it’s true.”

			She was a gentle soul. I’d noticed she was slowing down, ageing, and I hated it. I wanted her to go on forever, or for me to die first. I prayed for God to give her ten of my years, and perhaps another ten, until I died first.

			“Can’t sit when there’s things to be done,” she said sighing. She rose and shuffled into the kitchen. “Tea would be out of fashion by the time you made it.”

			I smiled and kept watching the comedy Western on the television.

			I heard the kettle click and then there was a surprising silence from the kitchen before a whimper that didn’t come from Sandy.

			After a minute she said, “Going off to university, dear. Leaving me. You’re always the one here for me.”

			I joined her in the kitchen and put my arm around her. She continued to stir the tea, so I put my other hand over hers but she pushed it out of the way and poured tea into my special cup, the one I had had since childhood, and handed it to me.

			“If I stop working, then I’ll have to think about it. You’ve done more for me than anyone else has ever done.”

			“I don’t do much except drink tea and chat to you.”

			“You don’t realise …”

			But I did. I realised it was tragedy that I did so little and yet this seemed everything to her. I glanced at the impenetrable breast wall. There was something different about it. My mother cleared her throat and pulled my attention back to her, but I couldn’t stop looking at the wall. It had come alive. I tried to scramble my senses to the present. I thought of things happening now to ground me. The news talked of the Bulger trial and the influence of violent videos. I would have to talk to Jim and warn him that they really affected the mind. I was six years older and felt I should be giving him some sort of guidance. But even though I tried to ignore it, something was wrong. It was as if, as if things were moving around. 

			I ran my fingers through my greasy hair. “I’ll not go, I’ll stay here with you and get a job, help support Jim but—”

			A girl’s piercing scream drowned out every other noise. What now? What kind of day was this?

			“Save us! Bless us! Run! It must be a car accident!” 

			My special cup fell out of my hand and shattered into a million pieces as I sprinted towards the door. I wrenched it open and collided with Jim. 

			“It’s the dog. It’s Sandy,” he gasped.

			“God, no!” I charged out. “Where?” I scanned the garden, searching for the commotion and then leapt over the crumbling wall.

			The scene was the stuff of nightmares. Sandy was in the clamped jaws of a brown mastiff that had skilfully angled its head to choke. Its lead was held by a young girl who was howling, “Rambo, drop. Rambo, please drop!” She didn’t look more than fourteen and in the glare of the sun looked almost feverish in her panic.

			The neighbours gathered in a circle, wide-eyed, drinking in the spectacle. Sandy’s legs were struggling – there was fight in him yet, but the kicking was gradually getting weaker. My mind screamed with a hundred voices.

			Jim pounded down the path. “What do I do? What? What? Wha?”

			Then something came over me – the something that had been coming more and more frequent of late. “Get a mop to put between them – anything, get anything. Once it gets full lock, nothing is going to open those jaws except cutting its head off.”

			Jim nodded and scurried back into the house. The sun continued to beat down, birds sang, pylons hummed. How could the world continue when Sandy was dying?

			George arrived and threw a kick at the mastiff, making an onlooker shout in disgust. George retreated, mumbling an apology, “Sorry, but that’s what you do.”

			“Sun … dry … rain – I know what will do the trick.” I raced back into the kitchen to fill a basin.

			“What’s going on out there?” my mother asked, panicked.

			“Stay inside, just stay inside,” I said, trying to focus. “C’mon. C’mon, C’mon!” The basin was half-filled with what looked like tears. “That’ll do it. Let it do it, wall, please.” I grabbed the basin and ran back to the sound of Sandy’s yelps getting louder.

			One of the fat neighbours in a stained Rab C. Nesbitt T- shirt was whacking Sandy’s back with a crutch. 

			“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded.

			“I’m helping.”

			I tore the crutch out of Rab’s hand and tossed it away. I threw the bucket of water over the dogs and the girl, who was still screaming. Both dogs staggered backwards and the girl finally swallowed her screams along with some of the basin water.

			I gathered Sandy into my arms, leaving a circle of blood around my neck. It looked like his collar had protected his throat from the worst of the bite, but his back and that crutch were another thing. The neighbours had almost had their fill of sport and shuffled back home until the next circus.

			Sandy trembled in my arms as I bore him indoors. “That dog should be muzzled,” I yelled over my shoulder at the girl, who was surrounded by her friends in gaudy tracksuits. Tracksuits. White and black. Catholics wear black trainers. Protestants wear white. What a strange thing to think.

			Jim bounced into the house. “I’m well proud of that dog. See how tough he is? I’m going to find all my friends and bring them back here to see him as soon as I get some deodorant. I’m wringing with sweat.” 

			Back to reality, then.

			Mother shuffled over in her pink slippers. “What in the name of God happened, dear?”

			“It’s going to be okay,” I said placing Sandy on the sofa.

			Jim sprayed on deodorant. “Some tosser was whacking our Sandy on his back with a crutch. What did he think was going to happen – that Sandy would get out of Rambo’s mouth?”

			Sandy started panting.

			“Needs water,” I said, running into the kitchen for the second time in as many minutes.

			Returning with Sandy’s bowl, I put it down beside him. The dog was stretched out as if in a coffin and this was his wake.

			“How can I leave here? How can I leave you behind? I should’ve been quicker.”

			Sandy lapped at the water, saliva drooling.

			“It’s alright. It’s alright.” I knew the dog wasn’t going to die, but I thought I might. I might die. I might die. I might die.

			George came into the room. “This is my second home, and what a home it is. I hope you know that I saved that dirty old dog’s life and probably yours as well. Make sure and remember me in your will.” 

			But I was tired of jokes and whatever was going on with the wall. It was as if it was sentient.  The wall had developed a life, an incarnation.  The wall seemed like a Godhead – a worshipful father.  

			“You don’t want to die, dirty old farty dog,” George said.

			And he didn’t. Revived by his water, Sandy ran out of the house as if the drama of the last ten minutes had been nothing to do with him. 

			“George, let’s go for a walk.” 

			Our steps were in rhythm as we climbed the hill. Sandy didn’t seem as sure or as fast as usual and I was convinced it was down to the crutch incident. The wooded hills ached beauty and mystery. Two mating daddy-long-legs flew past my head and I thought this place blessed. George and I emptied a bottle of Southern Comfort and our hearts to each other as we climbed. When we finally reached a bench, we sat and surveyed the beauty of the shimmering trees.

			A tall bearded ginger man – Big Moffet, he was called, walked past. I pointed at him and slurred, “We need to kill him.” 

			The ginger obscenity glanced nervously at us as he walked on the path away from us. His long lanky legs propelled him to take giant steps right to the edge of the children’s playground.

			George whispered, “I heard he’s not right. He’s a devil-worshipper and paedo.”

			“There is always a devil in paradise, a pervert at the edge of the park. Do parents not care about their children? I saw him a few years back in the park glaring at the children. Nobody did nothing.”

			Yet even with that chink of darkness, there was beauty all around. This was the place we’d played armies. Where I’d tricked my friends into believing there were devil-worshippers all around us and we wouldn’t make it out. I’d played here as a child, running down the hill to see what my body could do. Panting, accelerating downhill until I couldn’t stop. My feet barely touched the ground until I threw myself down, rolling, grass sticking to my clothes.

			George interrupted my thoughts. “Don’t forget that if you need anything, clothes or anything, then I’m here. I’d lend you money. I’ve known you an age. Are you listening?”

			“Sorry, man, yeah.”

			“I really fancy Pamela Anderson,” he said, running his fingers over the bottle and up and down.

			“Do you think that everything that dies comes back?”

			“I dare you to drink the whole half bottle neat and straight down.”

			Something rose in my stomach like defiance. I necked the bottle in one, the golden liquid burning me like a fiery river.

			“Here, you git,” George nudged me, “I wanted a drink of that.”

			I got up off the bench and began to run, like I was a child again. Just to see what my body would do.

			“Come back, come back,” George called. “Come back.” 

			Sandy barked with joy and ran at my heels, sometimes so close I could feel his fur against my leg.

			George was still yelling but I kept running. I ran right past my house before turning and walking back and opening the front door.

			“You coming in, dear?” Mother said. “Don’t forget to do the hoovering when I’m out, and a cup of tea in my hand when I get back would be nice. Have you packed for tomorrow?”

			“Yessss.”

			I needed to sober up. I climbed the rickety stairs and fell into the bath. I picked up the mixer shower head and turned on the cold water.

			George put his head round the door. “Instantly drunk. That is the fundamental difference between us. You’re the devil may care, the dice can fall where they may. You’re as bold as the devil.” George shook the empty bottle at me like a ceremonial sword in diffidence to my royalty.

			“I’ve a headache. Tell Phyllis I’ve a headache and not to come in.”  Phyllis was his accountant sister with a models good looks. She was the opposite of him.  

			But in she came anyway. “Will I wear this or this?” she asked.

			“Got a headache.”

			“Yes, but will I wear this or this?” She looked at me curiously. “If you’ve a headache, why are you smiling? Why?” she demanded.

			“Got a headache.” I burst out laughing.

			“Boy, you’re going to owe me for this,” Phyllis said, closing the door quietly behind her.

			Everything went black. The world would never again regain its light. “I’m twice as cunning as the devil,” I said, laughing. I smiled and turned on the water. Cold water poured onto my forehead. I had ideas to burn.

			I was shivering when I woke but somehow validated. I had proven myself. 

		


		
			Chapter 2 - The beginning of the End

			My last day had come. I stood among my luggage and with my mother and her tears.

			“Is it the end?” she asked in a small voice.

			“Yes,” I said. “My exit scene.”

			Sandy came out and lay at my feet. I could tell he was still in pain.

			“You got a bit of a fright yesterday, dear. How did you know what to do?”

			“God must have told me.”

			“Be serious, dear. How did you know what to do?”

			“Okay, I saw those John Wayne movies where they throw water over two brawlers and I thought the dogs might have seen the same movies.”

			“You’re a laugh a minute, dear.” She sniffled. “I think about the other two, but I worry about you.”

			As the clock struck thirteen, we made our way to the front door. Suddenly there was silence between us. I was better communicating with dogs than people, but with my mother there was no awkwardness. The silence was pain.

			“You wrap up well,” she said.

			“I’ll wrap up well.”

			“Don’t be going out with wet hair.”

			“I’ll not go out with wet hair.”

			“Will you not try and shave, love?”

			“I’ll definitely shave.”

			“Don’t be worrying about everyone else’s problems.”

			“I’ll not worry about everyone else’s problems.”

			There was a long pause. 

			“Is that it?” I asked, lifting my heavy, unfashionable suitcases off the floor.

			“Brush your teeth?” Her brow furrowed, she was concentrating.

			“Nope. Try again.”

			“Stay away from trouble-makers? Surely I haven’t to tell you that.” She brushed a few crumbs off the hall table into her trembling hands. 

			“No.” I dropped the suitcases and threw my arms around her, holding her tight. “Say … say ‘I’m going to miss you’.”

			She embraced me. “Och, away with you. You’re as old-fashioned as I don’t know. Too old-fashioned. A fuddy-duddy, dear.”

			“You’re a wonderful mother.”

			“Am I, dear?” Her face brightened. “I don’t know if I am or not.”

			“I’m going to miss you so much.”

			She started to cry again and the crumbs she had brushed off the table fell to the ground. Her feet trampled over them. “Are you, dear? What am I going to do without you?”

			I touched my forehead. “Is there a noise in this room – a radio left on?” Or was it the neighbours? They were usually quiet. It sounded like Sammy’s voice. Sammy the schizophrenic who died so alone. Sammy who could not be trusted.

			“Wha?”

			“Nothing.”

			“When the time is right, you’ll meet a nice girl over there.”

			My cheeks reddened and I shuffled from one foot to another. “Are you sure there’s not a radio playing in the background?”

			My mother’s cheeks reddened as if empathising with mine. “You haven’t had it easy, son. I’m sorry you had to go through all those things.”

			“You’re not to blame.”

			“I’m sorry you had to be the strong one.”

			“I would like your permission to talk to someone about it.”

			“Heaven forbid! They’ll be asking questions about Jim. Anyway,” she said with a forced smile, “insurance policies don’t pay out for suicide.”

			I laughed. “Unlucky for you.” Before turning serious. “That’s okay, I’ve no intention of doing it.”

			“Then what do you need to be talking to someone for? Lot of old nonsense. There’s not a bit wrong with you.”

			Jim strode in. 

			“Going somewhere?” I asked. He was zipping up my designer top and wearing fashionable trainers that I had bought him from my savings. Paul noticed a book in his hand.  “What are you reading?”

			“Don’t Call My Brother Back.”

			 I had to save the world and the world couldn’t wait, but wait until they got a load of him. “I never liked you to begin with.” 

			“Git!” Jim said laughing. “My friends are waiting. Can I borrow some cash?”

			I looked in my new trousers for my wallet and slipped him a fiver.

			“Thanks, mucker,” he said, running out.

			“You’re terrible, dear,” my mother said, scooping up her tears in her worn blue apron. “Oh, run. It’s the taxi driver. He’ll be charging you extra. Go, go, go!” Mother’s face crumpled as she waved goodbye.

			The taxi had arrived to take away the person I was forever. 

			“I’ve to see the counsellor at Youth Impact, then it’s off to the University of Dundee, or Fundee, as I call it,” I said to the driver.

			But once we’d arrived, instead of going into the large Belfast building, I circled it several times without knowing why.

			* * *

			“You’re late again.” 

			The counsellor was an ex-mental health nurse. She was tall and physically beautiful. Feelings for attractive women always confused me. In one way I was drawn to them, but sometimes I was repelled by their personality. I hoped university was easier.

			“Sorry, I had to walk for a bit. No one ever phones us anyway. I’d have liked at least one call.”

			The phone rang.

			“God! What do I do? What do I do? This is it.”

			“Pick up!”

			“Sit beside me!” I yelled. “Hello! Helpline! Can I help?”

			“I’ve a problem …”

			Telephone counselling was a difficult business. There was no body language and most of the conversation was non-verbal. All I knew was it was a Belfast accent, a young person, a working-class person like me. It was a good start. “Yes?” I said.

			“Here, I’m a twenty-nine-year-old man and I haven’t gone through puberty yet.”

			Not a good start. This one wasn’t in the training manuals. “Okay. Have you thought about seeing a doctor?”

			My manager prodded me with a stiff finger.

			“Ha ha! You’d believe anything, prick!” the youth said and hung up.

			I looked at my manager and put the receiver down.

			“What did they say to you?” she demanded.

			All I could think about was how I was going to write the exchange up.

			The phone rang again and my manager snatched it up. She listened for a couple of seconds before her face contorted to a frown and she slammed the receiver down. “He said he wanted to ride me.”

			I tried not to smile. “You’re perfectly safe. He told me he hadn’t gone through puberty.”

			She looked at me and scowled. “Hadn’t you better be going? I’m not going to miss you. You don’t take any of this seriously enough – life, anything. You go laughing from one thing to another.”

			“Come on, you can’t take life that seriously. Don’t you know that cheerfulness is an essential part of courage. Mother Teresa said it, so it must be true.”

			“One day something very bad is going to happen to you and you’re not going to be able to laugh it off. Life is harshness itself.” She cupped her hands behind her head and leaned back. “You should know that as a counsellor.”

			The taxi beeped.

			As I was walking out, a driver sounded his horn at me. It was a jeering noise. It was Kieran Monaghan – someone I didn’t like at school. He was a little bully but I knew I was at fault because I had hurt his friend.

			“Save your horn for your wife,” I muttered and got into the taxi. 

			“What was that car about? I had right of way, I did,” said the taxi driver.

			“Not to worry,” I said, somewhat embarrassed. “Old sins are haunting me.”

		


		
			Chapter 3 - A New Ending

			“But this heart shall break into a hundred thousand flaws Or ere I’ll weep. O fool, I shall go mad!”

			King Lear – William Shakespeare

			The rain lashed my tiny bedroom window while I lay curled in foetal position, a single tear rolling down my gaunt cheek. It was probably night, but I could no longer distinguish between it and daytime. The bare neon bulb somehow failed to illuminate the room yet made me feel like I was in a theatre. I didn’t know what it meant – but it meant something. In the tiniest molecule of my world, everything, everything, everything had to mean something. All was fate and I was its victim. Still, even accepting the inevitability of destiny didn’t ease the self-loathing.

			The clock ticked, second by second.

			I shrank deep into the covers, my foot finding a cold spot in the bed and then jerking away as if I had been burned. Burn like Maxine from Dundee.  

			I sat up. Maxine! Her name reverberated my entire being. My hand fell on my copy of By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept. It somehow encapsulated everything I felt, this book about love and desolation. Like a religious text, it stayed beside my bed. 

			“No, God, I will not give her up. Not for you, not for anything.” 

			Spinning onto my side, I stretched out my hand and slammed on the radio, searching for distraction. I thought of it as cheap black plastic, though it had cost several hundred pounds. I had bought it out of the catalogue – on the never-never, as the English say. My embarrassment was confirmed when my brother recognised it on an episode of Brookside, a soap about impoverished Liverpudlians. It was always the same: the poor pay more and get less. This world was not for me. 

			Shame washed over me. I had hurt a friend at school with the same rage that was building up in me now. I took his notes before the voices in my head had screamed to give them back, but I was too afraid, even when he asked me about it later. For one moment I had been angry. His father was a judge, mine a drunk. He lived in mansion, me a housing estate. It was A level prep, the notes I had taken, and my actions hadn’t endangered his career – he had gone to law school, but still. It was a living horror for us both and had weakened me thereafter. I hadn’t passed an examination, including the one I’d used his notes for, since. 

			Why were these thoughts coming now? Past transgressions coming back to torment me. The lyrics of Counting Crows “A Murder of One” rang in my ears and I sang along. A disembodied voice yelled through the wall to “turn that bloody radio down”. It was the neighbours. The music was blaring, to be fair, but I needed it like a drug.

			Back in Dundee I could see the future, but who was I to anticipate the hand of God? I thought my love would last forever and I was wrong. Now though, now I could see, with complete certainty, destiny: my life was over.

			Another voice scratched into my consciousness, breaking my concentration. “Paul, if you get a minute, love, could you scrape this hall wall? And would you mind turning that radio down a bit, darling?” It was my mother’s voice. My mother who was involved. Who was up to her oxters in it. Guilty as siiiiiiin. “Just if you have a minute, dear.”

			I pulled myself out of bed, out from under the incredible weight of the quilt. It weighed as heavy as Maxine’s tears. I clattered down the little staircase. It was a small hall wall, in a small house, in a small estate, in a small town, in this accursed small country, and I was the smallest of all these small things.

			“I’ll do it. It must be perfect,” I said to the wall.

			My mother stood watching and waiting. She had once represented screeching normality – a simple, uncomplicated soul with very few pretensions. I had viewed her as innocuous, easy to know. A small, rounded jolly woman. Most people would see her as a cross between Hilda Ogden and Paddington Bear. 

			She was proud that she had worked hard all her life. “You do not leave a job until you get another one,” she would confide. A devout Catholic, she thought work was godly. She had a sense of worth and dignity. She would often chide her inactive son with an indignant, “Laziness, did I offend thee.” She had begun working at fourteen, no more than a child herself. Now approaching sixty, she had never – with the exception of time off to have three children – been out of a job. Her essential good nature and kindness shone through with older people and children. Allowed a proper education and a little confidence, she might have been a nurse or a teacher instead of a playground assistant and home help.

			Honest hard work and decency did not guarantee happiness or an easy time. Her life had been hard and uncertain by any standards. In 1969, under the guise of politics, some hate-filled kids with an age-old grudge and heads full of poison intervened in this little woman’s life. Staying in a friend’s house, she had seen smoke in the distance. Her childhood home had gone. They had burned down her street and with it the only home she had ever known, perhaps would ever know. Their primitive gods, thirsty for even more sacrifice, had also forced her out of her job with the clothing factory.

			Drifting rootless, she had settled and married in the quiet suburbs of Holywood. She had no choice; the script was already written for young Catholic women with low aspirations and little opportunity. She accepted her lot. However, she found no more stability in the institution of marriage than the Stormont government found in its own institutions. The marriage produced three children but ended in separation. Her husband, always a heavy drinker, had over the years gradually developed into an outright alcoholic. She stood by her man right up to the last possible moment, which amazed me, who considered my father worthless. When I, exasperated, demanded action, all she could say was, “He is my husband, my husband, dear. You don’t put thirty years of marriage behind you just like that.” This infuriated me and caused an estrangement between my mother and eighteen-year-old sister. When the situation eventually become intolerable, I put my father out of the house. The resentment this caused often resurfaced like yet another age-old grudge, as festering a wound as the sectarianism that had plagued our country.

			Yes, this was my mother, now a deadly foe. Everything had changed utterly to me. She had been transformed from the warm person I had known all my life to a strange and vicious opponent. Her complaints were now mortal insults, manifesting a lurking hatred she had kept hidden before. This was my jailer and tormentor. 

			“You never answered me,” she said, standing at the bottom of the stairs, her hands on her hips.

			I met her with accusing anger and despair. “Leave me alone.”

			“I’m shouting away up the stairs. The least you could do is answer me, dear.”

			“Fuck off,” I screamed at the noise in my head. I had never sworn before but words were all I had left.

			I brushed past, snatching an unstable chair from the living room and throwing it down in front of the wall. Sandy looked up at me with the total devotion only a dog could have. 

			“You’re a funny being,” she muttered, retreating into the living room.

			I stood on the shaky chair and began scraping the wall, striking it in upwards movements. The layers of wallpaper, having been sealed by layers of paint, put up stiff resistance. Moving the chair from side to side I worked intensely, sweat soaking my armpits. Wasn’t I too thin to sweat? I scraped harder and harder, determined at first, then more frantic, and finally feverishly. Still the paper clung to the wall. I struck at it but nevertheless it wouldn’t give. I hit it so hard the plaster chipped and long thin welts appeared like acne scars. I felt the acne wounds on my face that resembled the scars on the WALL. The plaster powder fell with the wallpaper in white puffy sticky strips.

			I clutched my head, trying to squeeze out the despair pulverising my brain. I wanted to die. I visualised people finding my corpse in the woods. Strangers would come. They would arrive with masks, with white sterilised hands. They would walk over me as if I were no more than an animal. They might even be wearing blood-soaked aprons when I lay on the autopsy slab. Breathing heavily, I closed my eyes. They would look with alien eyes at my pale corpse. They would be dressed in white. They would make disparaging remarks about my ruined body – how skeletally thin I was.

			I saw my own family, my precious brother, just twelve years old. I couldn’t do it to him. And Mother, Mother – how would you feel? I visualised her sitting on a chair weeping. Her hatred had come from nowhere fast. She may hate me but I was still her son.

			I began scraping again, slower now. Can’t die, not yet. Going to fix everything wrong with me. Going to be make it right. Going to get stronger and fitter. Going to change everything about myself. Going to remake myself. With weariness I finally chipped away the last stubborn strip of paper. Climbing off the chair, I lowered my head. My face contorted and my new determination drained away. The wall wasn’t perfect. I had wanted to do something perfect. “Just one thing,” I cried. I had failed … failed again. Was there nothing in this life for me?

			Wild imagery loomed ominously – head a bloody mess, slumped to the side, every inch covered by mushroom-shaped rivulets protruding from the rough figure of a man. It lurked on the edge of vision, waiting, growing daily more vivid. It was me. It was my future. I ran my hands down my face and looked at the sticky mess they had become. I couldn’t be sure that the stickiness wasn’t blood or something more.
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