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O quanto è corto il dire


– Dante, Paradiso, 33.121










This is the Country


 


The shades are waiting


where it all began.


It wouldn’t hurt to lie,


walk away from everything,


 


the cross, the pills,


the death of children


the surprise breakfast.


There’s no such thing as dead even.


 


Things to believe in –


My child’s sleeping face,


a hatful of mushrooms,


a bird’s nest in the wall.


We play happy families


 


in the glass eye.


Old friends,


old times –


the ark of gopher-wood


 


swimming in the oily waste.


White socks, tennis shoes,


a rabbit teddy bear


dreaming of evening.


 


I’m a careful man.


Normal is perfect.


Kids go fast:


and I hear the wake-up call,


 


the lonesome whistle.


The blackbird watches from the shadows,


arriving and departing


while we sleep,


 


a happy family,


repentance, love,


a long way down the track,


a pool of tea, islands of broken cup


 


and no going back.


Way up over everything,


a place of safety,


I see a good day coming.


 


I shake hands with my soul


in the multitude of the slain,


the place I came from,


planning a comeback,


 


practising funny faces


in the shrink-wrap,


waiting for the day


the old men have their say.


This is the country.










The Shades are Waiting


The shades are waiting on the steps. It’s a damp morning. I look up and I see that since I was away they gave old Justice a steam cleaning. She has a shiny new dagger and scales, and she’s as white as ash. The scaffolding is still there. One or two people I know are walking around in their good suits, talking to solicitors, getting good advice. They have that anxious look like maybe guilty is better. I see someone I think is Micko coming out of the antique jewellery shop. I notice that his taste in clothes has gone downhill, then I remember that he’s dead. A Baker Kab pulls up but it’s only a woman getting out. She pays the fare. I think maybe I know her too. I’m moving towards the entrance hall when I see two men on the top step. The thin one is smiling at me.


Well, well, he says.


How you doing? I say. What’s the story?


We were wondering if you’d show up.


I wouldn’t miss this for a million.


How’s the care?


Mint. I’m seeing her every weekend now. I’ll probably get her back. I’m sorted now, know what I mean?


A man of property.


This is Ireland, I say, property counts.


They look at each other. The fat one is the bruiser. He opens his big pig fists and turns them up helpless. He tells me they’re all depending on me. Like the whole force. I can see the boys in blue down the station waiting for the word. Then it comes down the line. He’s all right. He won’t let us down. Spontaneous applause. He tells me to give good clear evidence and not to let counsel for the accused get up my nose. He says I should just tell the truth and put my anger to one side. He asks me if I ever say a prayer. He tells me this big cop secret that he often says a little prayer before he goes up to give evidence. It steadies his nerves. Then he tells me again that they’re depending on me but they have the DNA so it looks good. DNA is a killer, he says, you know that as well as I do.


This guy, the one I don’t know, is smoking. He sucks deep now, who’d have thought he had space for so much smoke, and breathes out in a sudden spurt. He watches and says nothing. His fingernails are stained brown like flitters of scorched paper.


Then Pat Baker arrives. He’s wearing a three-piece suit. He looks over at me and I can see he’s thinking about having a quiet chat until he sees my company, the three of us watching him, conspiring against him in our heads. This is one thing we have in common.


So instead of coming over, he waves. I don’t move but I feel like I’m rushing across the steps and falling on him like the angel of death. I trust in my anger. I feel his hard, twisting fear like some unknown muscle. The fat one puts his hand on my arm.


Take it easy, sonny.


I see Pat Baker’s solicitor shake his hand and together they go in through the big timber doors. The mist seems to be lifting, a weak sun suddenly switched on over my right shoulder, and the morning feels a little warmer. As if someone turned the volume up the traffic gets louder. I hear a radio playing in a car waiting for the lights to change. A man in white overalls is standing on a ladder across the street brushing a big poster in place, a Smirnoff ad maybe. I see what looks like a million rats queuing for a funfair. I don’t get it.


We could use your help in that department, the fat one says. You know he gave the nod. He mightn’t have been there on the night but he gave the nod all right. You know that as well as I do.


The thin guy names Pat Baker, casually, taking the fag out first and breathing smoke at the same time. All air and blue. Pat Baker, he says. Your man.


I told you already, I say.


Come down to the station. Make a statement.


They say I could be valuable. They’re sure I have things I could say. It all helps. It all fits into the big picture. They talk like they’ve seen it, like maybe they’re all together down the station painting the big picture themselves, like they know where everything goes. A police masterpiece with Patrick Harold The Baker Baker at the centre like Jesus Christ with the light shining on him and the guy that’s going to kiss him and turn him over sitting down to dinner with all the gang, looking very like a photofit of me.


The thin guy stubs out the cigarette with the toe of his big black pig’s shoe. He says: We’re going to be interviewing you anyway. One of these days. I don’t feel like having to look for you.


You know where to find me.


Do a runner on us and we’ll fucking throw the book. Understood?


You won’t, will you, sonny?


My name is not fucking sonny, I say.


Look, come down during the adjournment. I’ll be waiting.


Is that him? I say. But I already know. I saw him before.


I’m looking at two prison officers taking a boy out of a van. He’s wearing a suit. His head is shaved. He looks like a small bouncer on a hunger strike. Max’s brother used to call him the langer. He has a neat thin moustache, a big bony dog’s face, but his eyes are dodgy. They never rest on anything for more than a second. He walks up the courthouse steps and suddenly, from nowhere, the cameras arrive. He looks at them, cool, giving them nothing. They ask questions and he just looks. His minders pull his arms. Come on, one says. For maybe three seconds he doesn’t move at all, then he mock-head-butts a woman who is talking into a microphone, a small movement but it’s plain enough. Even though she’s ten feet away she pulls back like she felt the heat of his head. The hard hot skin of his bald head. Then he nods to someone at the back of the crowd, a cool nod, a howya, and then he goes up between his minders and in the same door as everyone else.


He’s going for not guilty? I ask.


They nod.


And?


Open and shut, sonny boy, open and shut. DNA, remember? We have him by the balls.


And what’s the story with The Baker?


They look at each other. The quiet one catches my shoulder and turns me round. He points at a building down a side-street. A block of apartments. See that? he says. Know who owns that place? Our Pat is moving up in the world. He’s a respectable businessman with no visible means of support.


I’m thinking: I slept in that building once, a long time ago when someone gained access through a broken window that led onto a stairs, upwards into a high room. Maybe five or six of us, like totally goofed off. We lit a fire with bits of furniture. I think we had some sweet shit that brought comfort and purpose for several hours. Who the others were I can’t remember.


You could do us a favour, sonny.


I shake my head. I’m still loosening that memory that has half a hold on me, of people I once probably loved like brothers, lighting a fire with the legs of a chair and bunches of wallpaper. I can smell the burning paper. Someone is standing sideways at the window and saying: Boys, you can see Justice from here. Someone is divvying up the deal. Someone getting the spike.


There’s witness protection . . .


No way. That bastard did enough damage to my family already.


Still . . .


I see they’re smiling at me. I recognise the big generous smile of people who want to buy and sell me, who think they can do it too. Just to get the bid right. They want to wreck my head. The fat one has a kind face. I think his children must love him, the people he plays cards with, he’s probably well known around his estate and people feel safer with him. He serves communion on a Sunday with a sad smile on his face, he knows the moves. But he has one false tooth, whiter than the others, where someone hit him hard. It’s in his smile. He touches my shoulder softly like he loves me. His voice goes down almost to a whisper.


You’re sticking it to this bastard, you could stick it to Mr Big too. You know he’s the main man.


Revenge, sonny, the thin one says. Think about that. Look, never mind the bastard that’s just gone in. He’s finished. Think about The Baker. You know as well as I do he was behind it. What do you say?


I say nothing. I put my hands in my pockets. I’m not happy for people to see me in broad daylight talking to someone like this. The shades taking an unhealthy interest in me. And I’m thinking Pat Baker was a child prodigy, even when we were kids he could turn his hand to anything. He was gifted.


We’ll take care of it all. Go in now and give the man your name and let them know you turned up. They might have been worried about you. Come down the station during the lunch break. We’ll talk it over, know what I mean? We’ll sort it. Come down, will you?


So I go in and find I’m down for that day, but it’s still two more days before I get to give my evidence. Counsel for the prosecution talks to me. The world is half full of waiting rooms. All the time I wasted expecting my name to come up, maybe days, maybe weeks, courts and hospitals and clinics and places where good money was going on maybe bad product. When I was a kid and I should have been somewhere else.


 


I give my evidence.


I was away, I say. I should have been there.


I have issues around that but I don’t tell them. They nag at stuff I don’t give a shit about but they don’t touch the truth, the crystal-clear truth, which is that I was somewhere else on the night in question. The defence asks me if I consider myself a responsible person and I say: One hundred per cent. He has a shiny blue suit and the same ratty wig as everyone else. He asks me if I ever saw the defendant before. Once, I say. I told you already. He probably thinks I should know the accused because the two of us are Norries, like all Norries are related or something, or we socialise in the same dole queues. He looks at a piece of paper. He was driving up and down outside your door, he says, counting houses. He says it like nobody is going to believe it. Like the defendant can’t drive or he can’t count. Like any minute now he’s going to pull out a piece of evidence that will totally kill me. The sworn testimony of an expert. But he just moves on. I think he’s bored.


 


Afterwards.


I sit at the back and for the first time in a few years I miss Max. Cool it, boy, he’d say. I can hear him. One look and he’d suss everything. He had an eye for situations. They’re coming in from lunch.


Pat Baker’s big head is two benches down, following the proceedings. Pat has things riding on the verdict.


I see someone has added a new line in graffiti: PIGS R PIEDERFILES is scratched on the rail in front of me. Beside it: SCRUFFY 4 EVER.


It won’t be everything, no matter what they say. They say The Whole Truth like the whole truth was available to any of us. All the people who could tell this out, but nobody makes a full statement. Maybe close to true or just off being wrong, things other people might believe, things you think you believe yourself, gossip and stories and hearsay evidence. How much is dream and how much is just a consequence of some weird shit with ingredients not mentioned on the label? Everybody gets more than one version. You say: I only know what I saw. Like this is some defence. Or what I heard, or whatever. But you don’t. Better to say: I can’t talk about that. I’ve spent years trying to get my head together and there’s things I can’t talk about. Things that can’t be said.


I look around the court and see pale faces I used to know well, people I grew up with, always on the edge of happening, or waiting for something to happen, waiting for the news. Famous anonymous people, witnesses, people known to the police, people who deny the charges, victims, passengers, residents, inmates, eyewitnesses, accomplices, neighbours. On the street they’re invisible but in here they come into their own. The sun streams in through a high window and the oak benches glow like glass. Old people in gowns are drifting about on the floor, talking, smiling, making the magic. It looks like nothing is happening but there’s not a man or woman in the crowd that doesn’t know where everything goes. All this chaos is moving. In the end the people on the floor will put a little something by for their old age and everyone else will wonder where the time went, deciding, maybe, this is the way it is, they better get used to it, it’s nothing special.


Then counsel for the state stands up.


May it please the court, he says.


He catches at the edge of his gown and hangs one fist on it. Someone hands him a sheet of paper.










Where it all Began


Max fell in the river, and later he got tetanus and died. We were on the run from something, the kind of thing we did in those days. We borrowed a boat down the river and rowed out into this perfect day. Our first time in a boat, we couldn’t see how it worked. The river drifted us along and we got the oars into their places but we couldn’t turn it into action. Stuff was happening but we weren’t doing it, bottles and sticks were passing us, headed for eternity, and we couldn’t catch up. Fuck, Max was saying, we’re all going to die. If I die first, eat me. Promise me you won’t let the rats get me. He was kneeling down with his hands joined. Please please please, he said, all them tiny sharp teeth. Then I got one oar working and we started to turn and Max stood up and said thanks be to Jesus we were saved. He started to sing ‘You’re My Wonderwall’. There were clouds in the water and swans up-ended and further down there was a guy fishing. He looked like nothing ever happened, one quiet satisfied customer with his baseball cap and his little green jacket with fifty pockets and his long boots. He held the butt of the rod against his heart and the rod went up into the air and the ghost of a line connected him to the fish. Or maybe just to the shit at the bottom of the river. But just then he looked like the best friend anyone could have, the kind that’d tell you to get a grip if you had an unwise plan.


At that time I was mad at a girl who seemed to me to be offering more than she was going to give. That morning we went out to her house and did a bit of shouting, hoping she’d come out and maybe change her mind and lighten up a bit. Instead her mother came to the door – which took us by surprise – to tell us to fuck off. Go away, she shouted. Go away or I’ll send for the guards. Tell her I was asking for her, I said. Tell her I send my best. Her mother wore an apron that had flour on it in two dustings, one at each side. Max said we should go. Tell her I said I know what she is. What is that supposed to mean? her mother said. Later Max asked me the same question. Like, is she a whore, is that what you’re getting at? For Christ’s sake. He was on the mother’s side. Max thinks every mother is beautiful except the alcoholic ones. Max has his own problems that we don’t talk about, but I know the story somehow, the way when you’re close with someone you just absorb things from the air, the way you know the story even though nobody ever said anything about mothers. It’s not like that, I said. She’ll know when she hears it. She knows what I’m talking about. Max says that someone like her would never have anything to do with someone like me. Her father is a doctor or a lawyer. Actually, now I remember: he’s a surgeon. He works at the Regional Hospital. He drives a beautiful car and he looks like he has everything sorted but he has an ex-junkie for a daughter and there’s nothing he can cut out of her that will make her normal.


Max was a porter in the hospital for a while. He wore the uniform but he never looked like a normal porter. His face is too small and a little pushed in here and there, and his arms are too long, so he looked like one of those postcard monkeys in a uniform. He knew the names of all the surgeons, each in his own speciality, and the names of important nurses and ancillary staff. He once said: Anybody who is anybody comes in here. But the fact is the money goes somewhere else, to the private hospitals where there’s a fixed number of beds in every ward and a private room is private. They only came under Max’s care when something serious went wrong. Max talked about the machines they had, the best in the world, he said, for seeing inside. The body is mostly water, he said. They have a way of looking in and seeing the tide turn, or if there’s shit floating in the water. They can count the number of thoughts you have, but they still didn’t figure out what the thoughts mean. That’ll be the next generation. Inside the head, he said, is all this silent fizzing and sparking and things communicating. Dots and lines and tangents and loops. There is no rest. They slide the body down a tunnel and they can see everything that happens without knowing what it means. It drives them crazy; it’s the only secret left.


This girl was a plastic surgeon’s daughter, but Max said they don’t use plastic, they make you grow your own skin. He saw people with their faces glued to their arms. The highlight of his whole time there was bringing trolleys of dead people down to the morgue. That’s the thing he talked about most. One in particular was when this kid came in. He had to have a wheelchair and Max rolled him in and he said that, apart from having to have the chair, the kid was fine. About fourteen years of age. Chatty and not pale or anything. Not smelly or anything. Max says sick people have a special smell and the smell is different for every disease. Then Max is on duty the next evening and he’s called to bring someone dead down to the morgue. Max said the dead make noises. You hear them at night, resting in the dark, waiting to be brought home one last time, farting softly and sighing. It was the only place Max ever felt safe. It’s my family, he said, and I love them all. He brought the trolley down and like always he took a peek at the face. They had a green sheet covering him from head to toe and it was the same kid. He just came in and died.


This was some kind of road to Damascus thing for Max. We never know, he kept saying. It could be any day. He was right. So he stopped doing stuff. We both did. Up to that time we were not wide about where we got our drugs. Max would turn up with something in a childproof plastic bottle, or a silvery blister-pack or maybe a twist of paper with a few tabs inside. Or we would acquire some serious money and buy hash or whatever was going, like there was no better way to see the seven wonders of the world. E was still on the dear side at that time and we needed to save up to go for that. But after Max saw the kid just die we thought we saw the writing on the wall. We decided to get a grip. This priest took us under his wing. He said we were bright kids and we were wasting our lives, which was strictly true; although we were up for anything and enjoying things, it was doing our heads in at the same time. And possibly affecting our internal organs as well. Max’s liver was not too good. If he pressed on that side he could feel it sort of tender. Max said you should not be able to feel your own liver. His face looked sort of shrink-wrapped. Like we knew we were fucked. The priest got us going to the meetings and counselling. Going to school again, although I can’t say we were welcomed back with open arms, but with a certain kind of hostility and suspicion, like we were in danger of polluting all the other people, not to mention the staff. We got cautions all the time. People were saying: I know your kind, like we were yellow-pack criminals and all you had to do was read the label once and it was good for everybody. The priest told them all we were bright kids and we were making a fresh start. Then he was moved away. He said his tearful goodbyes and fucked off to another parish where the takings were better. A Southside parish with good addresses. So Max and I went back on the shit with renewed interest.


But this happened while we were still attending the meetings and owning up like mad. Thanking God. Taking advice. Hearing confessions. The surgeon’s daughter stood up at the meeting and said the same thing everybody else says. It’s all about guilt first. That’s the way it works. Like you have to believe in sin – which I don’t. You have to keep going until you get to the positive things. After a while you start to see a piece of sky and everything starts to move slowly. I saw her standing there and I thought to myself, maybe these meetings might be worth it. If I could click with someone like her, not taking drugs might have an upside. She had small hands, too small for her arms, and when she was talking she closed her little fists and held them about level with her heart. She was telling the truth and it was her truth and it hurt, only it was the same truth everyone else had and it was cheap and flashy because of that. But she stood up another night and said she was lonely. She said this was not an excuse, but it was still true. Everybody looked at her like she broke the rules. Like lonely had fuck-all to do with drugs. Like everyone is lonely. So I waited for her, and when she came out I told her how deeply touched I was. I told her two people can’t be lonely together. I told her the director’s cut version of my life story. We made up our minds to stick together, and maybe we both thought about screwing each other, even though I was the only one that really needed it bad. I think I was in love. And for a while it worked out that way. But I was also a virgin as a consequence of concentrating on chemicals and different kinds of pleasure. I was a real virgin – on a scale of one to ten, I was ten. Even Max wasn’t as bad as me. It was like something terrible that I was going to have to do, like a dangerous operation that I had to decide about or anything huge that you put off too long. Maybe I was the only virgin, I don’t know.


With the surgeon’s daughter I never got back as far as the real past. Her father operated on people’s faces and gave them a new identity. Someone comes in with a birthmark they’ve had all their life and they feel like a piece of shit. They have very low self-esteem. He operates on their faces and when they wake up they’re perfect. They’re someone new. Their skin is so shiny they have to stay out of the sun. Or someone was burned in a fire and he saved them. Or some bitch wanted her double chin taken out of circulation. He was never home. He was in love with the knife. So she started on the drinks cabinet and then there were other things. She had access. After we fell in love we stopped going to the meetings and went other places. We’d lie down together someplace nice, usually in a park, and talk for a bit. I’d lift her shirt, loosen her belt. She was soft. She sounded different too, lying down, her voice getting lost in the sky. Who knows how far the sound went up there without any obstacles. It was like a different way of being herself. We sampled various drugs and tried to organise ourselves. We tried to keep the shapes and names and colours in our heads. It was a kind of religious moment just before we took something, like this was God. Sometimes she’d put her tongue out and close her eyes and I’d just rest the pill on it. We never knew, would we get high or die. Once she said to me: What if it’s just fucking rat poison? And I said at least we die together. We’ll be found lying down side by side staring at the universe. The headline would be Suicide Pact Lovers. If it was good we’d try to make out. Sometimes we were too lazy or sleepy. We slept more than was good for us. Sometimes we couldn’t stop our hands. We learned several kinds of touching, but she never went too far.


Now I wonder if she was able to let go, if maybe she was never as stoned as me. Or maybe there was something wrong with her, some kind of obsessive-compulsive thing, or she might have been a tad schizo. She said: That’s as far as I want to go tonight. Then she zipped herself in. Jesus, I wanted to drink her. I wanted to die in her. I wanted to absorb her. I wanted to be her soul. But I waited. I remembered the word. I respected her.


So after her mother came out to tell us what to do with ourselves, Max and I went down to the river. I might have been a little depressed. I thought the surgeon’s daughter was being unreasonable and her mother was a cunt. Max told me stories to cheer me up. He had all the gossip about who was in the money and which people we should be nice to, and which one of our neighbours was going into the market or showing entrepreneurial skills, and what was affecting the balance of trade. It was a beautiful day. The river was the same glass as the sky. Max was messing on the edge of the boat we borrowed. He was standing up. He had a small cut on his hand, a splinter from the boat, a little straw of fibreglass. He held his hand up to me and I pulled it out and a thread of blood came too. That was how the tetanus got in. He hated doctors and by then he was sleeping rough because the hospital fired him when they found out what he was doing in the morgue. I remember a swan came down the river, ignoring us, this beautiful unlikely white shape with the long neck. The river was a greeny-brown colour but the swan was pure white and not in any way involved with the shit, like some people slide through life and never get touched by what fucks up the rest of us. Like a baby – pure and simple even when the parents are lying through their teeth. This swan didn’t even look at Max when he fell in. The splash never reached him. I don’t know if swans can hear, but if he did, he didn’t let on. I hauled Max out of the water and he was laughing. Someone on the shore was shouting. It might have been someone who was worried because he fell in, or it might have been the owner of the boat. We just drifted downstream in the sun.










It Wouldn’t Hurt to Lie


It must have been about the same time that we first heard of an acquaintance dying due to circumstances beyond his control. A man we had a commercial relationship with, as it happens. We were watching it on the news. This man we both had issues with. Among other things we owed him money. Max said: Jesus Christ, he was shot while laying patio slabs. How fucking weird is that? He moved out there so his wife and kids would be safe. Doing the quiet business from a desirable residence in the suburbs. No planning permission, no change of use. People said he looked like an insurance man. Later Max and I drove down with Pat Baker in Pat’s DIY Merc. Max was older than me by a couple of years, and Pat was older than him and he had a provisional licence but no insurance. We wanted to see the holy place where someone was shot dead on a half-laid patio. We couldn’t get near the house and Pat lost it when he saw the estate swarming with shades. He reversed back the full length of a terrace and into someone’s carport. Then he stepped on the pedal and took us out of that small world. We went through three estates and the houses got bigger in each one. By the time we stopped, it was like we changed languages. Every garden had this weeping tree with kids in Benetton playing on the grass. The cars were all clean. Women walked big dogs. They wore sunglasses and smelled like fields. We had no name for this place we found ourselves in, but we wanted it bad. It’s a funny old world, Pat said. You’d think you’d be safe doing something like that. Max said people were shot in all sorts of weird places but Pat said nobody ever got shot laying a patio. Pat said maybe it was Max’s brother whacked him. He heard Max’s brother was working for someone now. Doing pro stuff.


We don’t keep up, Max said. He went his way and I went mine.


Pat said it was handy to know someone.


Just because you know me doesn’t mean you know my brother, Max said. We don’t get on.


Since before he was inside or since he got out?


Before.


A brother thing, hah?


He hammered me once too often.


Maybe he thought you were going astray. Bringing the family name down.


This was Pat Baker’s sense of humour. But we didn’t know he was saving it all up. Nothing was wasted on him. He was a memory man when he needed it. He was also big on family name.


We knew where the dealer was shot because I was still having trouble with that girl and we decided to drive down to the hospital in the Merc and see about her old man. We thought we might teach the surgeon something about plastic. So first we scored something to smoke. We all clubbed in. This was before Pat became a business tycoon with a fleet of Mercedes cars and an import and distribution branch and female employees. Nobody noticed that while he was fuck-acting about with us he was shooting to the top of his profession. It was magic. He never drove like a waaboy, always a steady and a careful man.


We stopped outside the dealer’s old place in Michael Collins Avenue and asked after his health. His daughter gave us the bad news that he moved out. Some bastards superglued his hand to the boot of a car containing a quantity of Class A substances and called the shades. It was a warning. Probably the IRA, she says. At that time he was on bail for possession. So then we enquired among the neighbours about who was up and who was down and someone gave us the new location. It turned out he was still doing business in a small way in this good address with roses round the front lawn and a bird table in the middle, not rich but comfortable. There was a scruff of crumbs around the edges of the bird table and some streaky white shits at the bottom of the hole where the birds went in. This was the summer so the birds had to be sleeping out. There was nothing inside the little house. I looked in and all I could see was the hole at the other side, the back door, I suppose, unless I was looking through the back door. It reminded me of home. Yermano with the hashish came out and did the deal and we had just enough as it happens on this occasion, though he reminded us that we owed him some from a previous incarnation when he was living in the council house in Collins. Keep away from my fucking bird table, he told me. You want the birds to smell you on it? They’ll never come back.


So a couple of nights afterwards Max and I did a job on the bird table about three o’clock in the morning just for fun. We poured a little petrol over it and we shoved a deodorant can in the little hole and when the wood and the paint started to burn the can exploded and blew the roof off. That was Max’s plan. It was cool to see the way it all came apart, like blowing up a real house. And the lights went on all over the place except in his window. We knew he was looking out though because the curtain moved. He was standing in there, in the dark, watching his bird table burn to the ground, and he was afraid to come out in case one of us had a weapon. The neighbours came out to see what was going on like New Year’s Eve.


Somehow he found out it was us. So we have this langer drug dealer barking at our ass and we’re making sure we sleep in different places every night. That was when Max decided to sleep in the morgue. He got his hands on a spare key. I think it affected him a little. He told me once he talked to them at night, maybe other things, I never found that out.


We’re telling our friends to say we emigrated. We’re wearing our hoods up and then thinking we should get rid of the hoodies and try to look normal. We’re spending a lot of time in crowded places. We feel like we’re walking a tightrope and nobody’s offering us a safety net. And then we see the house on telly in a shop window and there’s the burned-out bird table leaning against a wall. We go in and pretend we’re looking for an expensive stereo system, but we’re actually listening to the news.


He was shot dead laying a patio, they say. Neighbours say he was a quiet unassuming man but vandals burned his beloved bird table and he was so upset he decided to patio the front lawn. The crime correspondent says he was known to the police and maybe a target of rival gangs. So who shot him and why? The shades are keeping an open mind. Another gangland shooting, the crime correspondent says.


 


What we did to the surgeon’s car was we scratched something on the paint. This was an expensive car. The thing is Pat looked around for the camera and he looked straight at it. They have good cameras in that hospital. Oh Jesus, there it is, he said. I looked straight at it. Think they’ll be able to recognise me? Max and I didn’t look. We ran. That’s how we ended up only scratching YOUR DAUGHTER IS A BI, which wasn’t true. I heard afterwards they made her go to counselling to burn the lesbian out of her.


Why did you write that about me? she said sometime later when we met by chance.


I didn’t write it.


I know it was you.


It’s just I never finished it off.


Like what were you going to write?


You’re a bitch, I said. I didn’t mean it. I just wanted to hurt you.


Thanks a million, she said.


She had these low-level jeans and a high-level top and all I wanted to do was touch her belly, just touch the soft round of her belly. I wanted to cry. I could remember the feel of my hand down her pants, flat against her, the scruff of hair like soft springs giving to me. Tonight, I wanted to shout. Tonight is the night. In those days I was close to igniting with sex. She was so near but I was never going to be able to even talk to her again. She was still in counselling. The sun was shining down the street like oncoming headlights and people passing were wearing only the smallest clothes. There was an old dog tied to a parking sign, waiting for the boss to come out of the bookie’s with a fistful of money from the horse that finally came home. That dog was watching me closely like he saw a million of me in his time. Did you kill that drug dealer? she said. Everyone knows you burned his bird table. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to lie.










Walk Away from Everything


This part of the story is not clear to me. A period of maybe years that works out to be mislaid somehow. There’s uneasy dreams and things that might or might not be dreams or fantasies. Uncertain allegations that Max makes up or that someone tells me are true and subsequently prove to be unfounded. But I remember the blackbird because I met him again. I know what that old bird means. What did Max tell me about the house? I remember he tracked this gay down to a good old address, a big brown house with a lawn. He told me we had to do something about him. Max said he was dangerous, like he knew somehow. So we spent a lot of time making small adjustments to his comfort, the way he never knew what to expect, whether his house would be there when he got home, whether his cat suffered an unexpected anaphylactic shock or something had been written on his wall. Max had this secret plan that he didn’t confide, but he told me it was there because, he said, morale is important. The people in that distant place don’t look at us, though we’re only ten streets from home. They’re going to where we came from, what they call a good night out, hoping for a little something to make the night be fast, hoping to score, hoping for something pure and hot. We walk down streets with trees and lights and warm houses. We were here before, we’re as good as neighbours. We do not disturb the peace. We slip through the gate and stand under his chestnut tree. Chestnut trees have candles but there’s no light. A bird is singing, a blackbird probably. Over the other side there’s a pond with a life-size statue of some kind of skinny bird looking into the dead water in case a fish shows up. A light is on in the old fag’s room. Max is annoyed. The patio door is open and you can hear the usual crap. We know without looking that the old guy would be sitting in his armchair looking out, waving his hands around. The voice of the woman, that’s the bit that gets him going. Max saw him standing and holding his hand over his chest and singing his head off to the voice of the woman. I’m standing so still this bird comes down and starts walking around me. Once an uncle or something showed me how to make a bird-trap. It was too easy. You make a cage out of twigs tied together or using insulation tape and there’s a hinged trapdoor which you prop up with another twig. You lay a trail of crumbs in the winter and the birds just follow the trail. When they follow it into the cage you pull a piece of string and the prop comes away and the trapdoor drops down. Sometimes the bird dies of shock. I think they’re weaker in the winter. But when you have a bird in a trap what do you do next? I never saw the point. I stopped doing birds early. Max is like a bird sometimes. He’s so thin and he moves kind of fast and darty and sometimes he’s slow. There’s something wrong with him inside, I know that. He knows it too. He worked in a hospital, for Christ’s sake. He’s seen everything. He knows the names of incredible diseases. He has a dictionary and he looks up the words and sometimes the explanation in the dictionary is harder to understand than the disease so he makes up the meaning. Systemic lupus he saw. Lupus is a wolf, he says. It’s when a person is changing into something awful, any frightening kind of animal, not necessarily wolfs, only they’re still human inside. No cure. And ankylosing spondylitis. It’s this thing that grows around your ankle inside the skin. A spond. And scoliosis and uncommon kinds of cancer and tuberculosis of the bone and a virus that eats human flesh. Once he told me he saw someone who just expanded and expanded like a balloon with too much air in it. Somehow this started after an operation and they had to open this person up at both sides to let the pressure out. I might have this wrong. I don’t remember everything Max told me.
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