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Purgatory



I spent two months marooned as an illegal immigrant at The Stars and Stripes, a motel in Paramus, New Jersey – all chemical refineries and endless intersecting highways, total shite. I had this Gregor Sampa-type metamorphosis the first week in America: the skin came off me in sheets, flesh blistering like I was about to erupt. The burn of chemicals made my eyes sore, my throat dry. Either bed lice or the chemicals in the air or the blistering sun – Jasus, I was in total isolation, some sort of moulting snake man from one of those movies you’d see on a Saturday afternoon.


Of course, there was no going home. Once you did the shite I’d done, once you never finished your leaving cert, you got your walking papers and got the fuck out of Ireland. Immigration was the name of the game. England, Australia, Canada. Sneak into America. Anywhere but stay at home.


This motel was an isolated kip of total moral meltdown, doors and membranes of cheap curtain hiding things, banjaxed bodies drugged and shrunken, the paranoid hiding from the light of day. Businessmen came for a few hours to fuck whores who specialised in leather or sadomasochism or were not women at all but transvestites or skinny punks who walked with canes and looked like skeletons, benders who shoved rodents up each other’s arses.


The walls were thin. You could kick your way into the next room, which happened more than once when I was there, especially with the Mexicans who got pissed drunk every night and flung bottles off the balcony. They called me ‘Amigo’ and ‘Hombre’. They were all dishwashers and bus boys.


I was totally incapacitated with the skin disorder in that first week in America. I look back at it now and think, how the hell didn’t I take a razor to my wrists? I was this freak, abandoned to my room. I’d labour down the hallway like the Mummy, a damp web of gauze around my face as I went for the Coke machine. Dealers huddled in blankets like a primitive sect, creatures on the edge of this great metropolis. I watched the deep pulsars of light moving out on the road, the alien paradise of non-illegals. Doors remained open in a night-trade of skin hunger and longing where pilgrims arrived shaking for salvation, slapping dead veins. I stood in the crimson glow of the Coke machine, drank through the small tear in the gauze around my face and listened. In the dark of small rooms they fed veins, giving themselves to their god with a pinprick of sacrificial blood. I felt the dark figures inside, listened to the low whisper of their moans, saw the blue flames of their methane burners throwing shadows. For a while I thought I’d succumbed to some plague from that spunk-infested hole of vapid desire. I was something tragic, part of the fear of disease, part of the architecture of American despair, and the joke was that I wasn’t a week in America and already I was a symbol of isolation and abandonment.


Welcome to purgatory. My room smelt of diesel and insecticide. Grease hung on everything. Carpet encrusted with vomit. There’d been a fire, walls scorched brown. It smelt like after a flood, a wet mousy dampness of decay, cockroaches waiting in the brown heat. The place was baking all that summer. The sweat poured off me in buckets. No wonder I had the skin problem. I was a creature of the North Atlantic, a cold-blooded creature of a rainy island. It posed a formidable challenge to my genetic heritage, to adapt or go extinct. A sort of nihilism beset me in those early days of hibernation. I relived my past life, crying softly with the detailed memory of what happened to me back home. I felt the immensity of America open like a wound. Trucks trundled on the edge of consciousness through the inebriating darkness out there on the highways. I was lost in nightmares inside my head, roaming around a past that had suddenly been eclipsed in one transatlantic flight. Images of the leaving flickered in a grey reel of film as I curled up alone.


It wasn’t like I picked this shithole for my new existence. The story of my demise is a long, harried saga. You see, a friend-of-a-friend type of deal hooked me up with the room and the emigration in general. It all transpired back at the old house in Limerick, a tea and biscuits affair with a white tablecloth. Eddy McDonald, this immigration broker from Limerick City, had connections in the States with what he called the Emerald Underground. He came over with this itinerary for me – fuckin itinerary – but it got to the parents. Eddy got them to spring for the first month down for me. Eddy, a family friend, and I use the term loosely, had me signed up for a meat-packing house in New York. He said the money was great, better than arsing around behind bars in the Bronx. They loved the Irish at this meat plant. We were hard workers, and that’s all that matters in America.


All this sanctimonious grandeur and pomp, the tea in its cosy, the fry hissing on the pan, lovely slices of brown and white currant bread.


‘It sounds good in theory,’ is all my Da had to say. He rubbed his chin like he knew something. I knew he wanted to know how much it was going to cost him to get rid of me. I was the oldest. I had to be made an example of.


Da was in his officious suit, a big frog with this big belly and skinny legs. He worked as a ticket collector down at the railway, a mindless job that could have easily been given to a badly trained ape. I had these names for my Da, ‘The Bean Counter,’ tight with the cash he was, or ‘The Chiseler.’ He wouldn’t give you the steam off his piss. ‘It sounds good in theory,’ Da said again, his mouth stuffed with a poultice of currant bread. Such wholesome shite. He brought the tea to his lips and drank, patted down his greasy grey hair and began nodding his head. He said, ‘Teddy Boy, you listen to Mr McDonald.’


On the day of the flight, Da was polluted drunk by the time we hit the road. He had a big grievance against me, because I’d got myself into trouble with the law and got blacklisted from running. The running had been my ticket out of Ireland, once upon a time, a full scholarship to America. You see, there was a time when nobody in the land could touch me in the cross-country. But it wasn’t to be like that in the end. I ended up with no offer and was just floundering around home, doing no running, doing nothing, just keeping shy of Da most of the time, backing a few dogs at the track, but I was no good at picking winners. I was just hanging around corners whistling at the schoolgirls going back and forth from the convent school.


I was down at the White House before we left for the airport, getting a few quid off the locals. They shook my hand and wished me the best, more out of consideration for Da than any real sympathy for me. ‘You heard Tommy Flannigan won the Munsters? He’s set for a scholarship,’ Paddy Morris said with genuine remorse. ‘You had the beatin of him by a mile.’ Morris was a local bookie, a man forever out on the roads with a tentacle of greyhounds extending from his long rake arms. Morris was the one who showed me how to rub potcheen into my legs before a race, showed me how it eased the nerves and brought blood to the joints. He was the one who gave me the trick to clear out the intestines by taking half a loaf of brown bread with water forty-eight hours before a big race. He had intestinal flow and excretion down to a science. ‘You’d have had him by a mile, you know that, don’t you?’ He had this tight, plaintive smile on his small face.


‘Central Tennessee State isn’t it?’ this other ol man said. ‘Damn shame, really.’


‘Full scholarship and all,’ Mr Morris said, and took a drink and wiped his lower lip. ‘You know they’ll take anything over there in America. You could get a turnip a college degree over there.’


Da was red in the face. ‘And look at him now, Corner Boy is all he is,’ he muttered. I could see Da wanted to have a go at me.


‘This Teddy Boy never had what it takes,’ Da said in disgust. Droplets of sweat rolled down his forehead. A vein swelled at his temple. He looked at Setanta, our mental terrier mix who was slobbering away at a bowl of Guinness mixed with a raw egg. The place was electric with tension. I was dressed up like I was on for aggro at an FA Cup Final in this black ill-fitting suit, my head cut to a bristle of black stubble, my Doc Marten’s spit-shined and this Munster Scarf around my neck. I stood in the darkest corner, anxious to get out of that shitehole without a fight.


Mr Boyce, the life assurance man, drummed his hands on the counter. He had a half-chewed piece of cabbage in his mouth, a shot of Paddy’s and a dinner of spuds and steak steaming before him. Da led me to him, and sure enough Mr Boyce had this policy for me, beneficiary none other than one Mr Bean Counter Samuel Kennedy, a fifty-thousand-quid policy for accidental bodily dismemberment or death. Boyce took a lovely fountain pen from his inside breast pocket. He had this big soft nipple of pudgy fat. Da punched me in the lower back, pushing me toward the policy. The pen was warm, like something incubated.


‘The grannies can rest easy tonight,’ this ol fella said behind my back. The place erupted.


‘Bollocks …’ Da stumbled. His glass tumbled and smashed, and Setanta did his nut barking at me.


Outside Da roared, ‘Teddy Boy! Corner Boy! Boot Boy! Bollocks!’ and telegraphed a blow. I let his fist get me on the side of the head. It was raining cats and dogs. I heard this low level hum in the ear that never really left me.


Da brought Setanta along for the ride out to the airport on the pretext that he needed walking. Setanta was vicious when he had drink taken, snappy bastard, borderline alco. He had to ride up front, relegating Ma to the back seat with us. I hated the dog. The indignity of that brute coming to see me off at the airport. He tore into my calf when I was kicking a ball around one day – Da said Setanta was only going in for a clean tackle, took the dog’s side. Setanta was Da’s exclusive property, part savage, part mental deficient. He was called into municipal service during the Gaelic Football and Hurling matches – when the drunks beat the head off each other on the trains, Da would set the dog into a frenzy and clear them. For this Setanta earned an extra few bob and had the status of the employed, ‘something you’ve never achieved,’ Da would shout if any of us said shite to the dog as he guzzled his egg and Guinness.


We were nearly killed on the way out to the airport. ‘If it wasn’t for Setanta barking, we’d be all dead,’ Da said as we backed out of this ditch. Such shite. Setanta, under the influence of booze, saw a rabbit and went at the windshield like a madman, bashed into Da and sent us hurling toward Eternity. Three families nearly snuffed out just like that, all the cars in this slow waltz spinning out of control all over the road. ‘Good man yourself,’ Da said and patted Setanta on the head. ‘Saved our lives, you did. You good ol dog.’ Did Da think our heads were filled with fuckin sawdust?


I wanted to run for the plane. My poor ol Ma was dressed up to the gills in her Sunday best, this little hat like a Christmas pudding on her head. She’d not long to live by my estimation. After my trouble with the law she got this stroke, a noticeable palsy of the left side of her body. It was as though she was slowly turning to stone; a cement-grey colour affected the dead side of her body. If I was sorry for any of the things that had happened, it was for causing her pain. She’d always been a big supporter of me and the racing. The running was all from her side of the family. By the time I left, I’d hear her in the bathroom groaning something awful. Her eyes betrayed that her insides were in bits. She was reduced to wearing long coats to hide the betrayal of her own bowels.


It was the kind of thing that makes you an atheist. No matter what happened to me, I was a bollocks. But you’d have to ask yourself what sort of Supreme Bollocks would invent colon cancer to humiliate a poor woman who’d never said a bad word against anyone in all her life. Our Aunt Bridie, my mother’s sister, had died of colon cancer. It was in the family. It was like that at her house when we went there years before, the same sour smell of shite that no spray could conquer.


Da checked his pocket watch like he did down at the railway. He was eyeing me as I said my goodbyes to Ma. She moved like a hen on a brood of eggs, shifting in pain and settling herself every few minutes. ‘You’ll let us know how things are, Liam, won’t you?’ I said I would.


Da came over and said, ‘Teddy Boy, you better get a move on. Mother, do you want tea?’ She did.


I kissed my Ma and followed my Da. He grabbed a young fella in a dicky bow and pointed at my Ma. ‘Get that woman a sandwich like a good lad there.’ I watched Da dealing with people in his officious manner. He wanted ham and cheese sandwiches with salad cream. I just looked at him and was thinking of all the names I’d had for him down through the years. The Turnip. The Automaton. The Dalek. The Bean Counter. The Chiseler.


My brothers Martin and Pat, twins, were playing the video games, all dressed up for my farewell bash in their confirmation suits. They were the next for the immigration, two eejits who couldn’t hammer a nail into a block of wood. I used to think that one brain must have been divided up between the two of them, they were that thick.


The Bean Counter was getting edgy, fumbling with loose change in his pocket. The dog wouldn’t sit still and attacked the video machine because of the intergalactic space alien noises it was spitting out. The lads kicked at Setanta because he was messing up their game. The dog did his nut and twirled around like a tornado. He ended up raising his leg and pissing on this family’s suitcase. A young man shouted, ‘Hey! Bollocks!’


Da gave Setanta a boot in the snout, and the dog skidded backwards, but shut his trap. He knew when Da meant business.


A policeman ran over and began to lay into Da about the dog, but Da put his hand to the side of his mouth like he was going to tell a secret, and said real loud, ‘I bet you there’s drugs in that case. This is no ordinary dog. This dog is a trained drug sniffer.’


The family was flabbergasted. The dog had his usual toothy grin of grim satisfaction that he was fuckin up people’s lives.


In the aftermath of the piss, Da needed to vent his rage. He retreated and went over to the video machine and plopped Setanta down on the glass so he could see what was happening in intergalactic space. Martin said, ‘Fuck off,’ to the dog, and Da dropped Martin like a sack of coal. Total animal. The roars of Martin. Da gave him a boot in the back. People were staring at us. The dog went into convulsions of barks, his long nails scraping the glass as he went after an invading enemy ship.


Meanwhile this Irish dirge music was playing over the speakers, this banshee haunt of souls departing for other lands. Jasus, it gave me the willies. Families were taking leave of their sons, huddled in circles of black like funeral wreaths. You could see the ol dears with their teary eyes and the stiff fathers and the shots and pint glasses piled up. I was jealous for a moment.


Da took me by the elbow to the bar, bought six ceremonial shots of Jameson, and said to me, ‘You’ll remember there’s others here needs lookin after. You’re the first of many to fly the nest.’ He said he paid six hundred eighty quid to get me to America. He wanted it back with interest. The dog came over, already bored by the video game, to show his support for Da. He looked up, moving his eyes between the volley of words. Da tapped my arm with his fat fingers, impressing his point. ‘The disgrace you brought to this family … You can forget all that running shite now. Don’t be gettin ideas into your head. It’s all good enough for Mr Morris and his dogs to be on about sport, but you’ve to start earning your keep.’ He jabbed his fat finger into my chest. ‘Listen sunshine, you’ve done nothin but disgraced us.’ There was the look of a madman in his eyes, like he was ready to beat the head off me. My ear had the usual ringing sound, so it was easy to ignore what he was saying, though a tear sprang from somewhere deep inside me. ‘To think you could have been goin off a hero, on a scholarship, no mind.’


Behind the bar was this standard Irish farewell poem, ‘May the road rise to meet you.’ It was done on this quilt with a famine girl in a shawl walking a donkey carrying turf. The girl, staring off at the ocean, was thinking of her love gone over the sea. Jasus, I felt a lump in my throat.


‘Listen to me, Bollocks!’ Da nudged me. He knew I was off in my own world. ‘You’d better get some sense.’ He tapped his head, then he tapped my head. ‘The noggin is what gets you on in this world. You’ve a brain in there right enough. But you won’t use it. Why?’ He tapped my head again with his knuckles. He was going at me in a big way, trying to drink and speak at the same time, and ended up spluttering all over me in a fit of coughing, which only had him more mad. Setanta took his cue and snapped at my ankle, so I kicked him, and Da gave me a belt across the head. ‘Will you stop!’


Then Da stopped for a moment and took my hand in what amounted to a show of affection. My face was still stinging from the wallop. ‘Is that what you’re going to make me do to you as you walk out of here? Jasus, can you stop yourself for even a minute?’


I said, ‘I can.’


He proceeded. ‘I don’t forget them SRA cards, and you shouldn’t either. Father Tom says to me back then, “Your Liam is a genius. Are you sure he’s yours at all?”’ Da laughed for a moment, remembering. ‘“Genius,” that’s the word he used. “Genius!” and Father Tom knows what he’s talkin about.’


The barman winked and butted in, ‘It takes discipline, though.’


Da scowled and said, ‘We ordered sandwiches an hour ago. Where are they?’ The eejit slunk off and barked an order and came back in this simpering manner to wipe down the counter. Ah, yes, once upon a time I was number one man on the SRA cards, this fancy American reading series where you advanced by colours to more advanced books based on getting the answers right to these brain-teaser questions. I was up in the stratosphere of magenta, a non-colour, a nuance that represented the level of sophistication I’d achieved. I got the classic American A+’s and the shiny gold stars. But that was a long time ago, when I gave a fuck about life, before all this shite.


Da was hidden in this chimneystack of smoke. His face was destroyed with drink, the eyes swimming like oysters. He had an ally now in the bartender, whom he asked for an opinion on the six hundred eighty quid. The ol foxy-faced bastard said, ‘There’s no greater love than what parents bestow upon their children.’


I scurried off through Duty Free when the Bean Counter went off to relieve himself. I saw him through the glass looking around for me. Setanta followed to harass me, to keep me for Da, but customs turned the bollocks back. ‘You have to have a passport, Bollocks!’ I laughed, and gave him a boot as a parting present, right in the snout, that sent him skidding across the floor.


‘Adios amigos,’ I shouted out to Da when he came back. What a portrait of bemused despair. The dog, as befuddled as Da, licking its snout, sniffed the air and barked. Da was in a rage. He raised his fist to me through the bulletproof glass. He’d only been getting started with his what-he’d-done-for-me routine. Martin and Pat gave me the thumbs up, like Jackie Stewart at the races in Monte Carlo. But it wasn’t all fun and games. I saw the good half of Ma’s face was contorted with expression. I’d never see her alive again.





Metamorphosis



It was all in the recesses of my head now, the Great Escape. I looked like I’d been hosed down with fatigue when I stared at myself in the mirror. The motel was on the edge of a highway near the George Washington toll booth. I got this unceremonious welcome from a Galway bogman looking like Frankenstein’s monster. ‘Tom O’Connor’s the name,’ is all he got out of his big horsy mouth; he said fuck-all to me after that. We drove off into a series of tunnels, a slur of light and noise. I was mesmerised with jet lag and anticipation. The ear had nearly blown up mid-flight with the build-up of pressure. I survived by munching on a load of hard sweets from the hostess.


Immigrations took a dislike to me, but I had a visitor’s visa, all official, from Eddy McDonald’s cousin Thomas McDonald, a bank manager, who had sworn and signed as guarantor on my behalf that I was gainfully in his employment. ‘I am vacationing in the greater metropolitan area,’ I said, and so began my odyssey in America. They took back three of my bottles of Jameson, saying I was over the limit.


Grunts were all I could get out of Boris Karloff. Then we got to the motel. Total isolation. It looked like the cardboard stage of some film prop, the cheap crimson lights giving off an electric hiss that tasted like metal. He said, ‘Somebody will be by Sunday night to pick you up for work.’


‘How about eating?’ I said to him. ‘I don’t have batteries up my arse.’ There was nothing around except this highway, no town. New York loomed beyond the toll bridge, and the only way across was by car. Typical America.


‘There’s a diner over there,’ he said, and off he went into the night to his car.


I might as well have been Robinson Crusoe, marooned. As a parting comment, Boris drops this one on me, ‘You walk out there onto the highway and the cops are only waitin to kick the fuck out of you. You stay put and learn.’


‘Stay put and learn, my arse!’ Course, I didn’t say anything to him. Already I knew I was going to give this country about six months of my life, and then I’d bail off to another continent or something.


The bed in the motel room shook for ten minutes if you inserted a quarter. The lads would have loved this shite back home. I inserted a quarter, and the bed jerked alive. It groaned in this nightmare way. This was the kind of contraption I’d like to have strapped Setanta onto to sort him out. The bed moved in the direction of the door, like it wanted to go out and die somewhere with dignity. At least the bed had some common sense. It had been totally abused by sexual maniacs. The whole thing smelt like spunk. And that wasn’t to mention the porn on the telly, which I thought was free until management came by three days later to warn me I owed them eighty-eight dollars so far. Jasus, that cut the habit quickly. But the state of what I saw left its impression. I was in this indoctrination room of deep throat porn, a slug in a shell of exhaustion jerking off the anxiety of jet lag. I’d never seen the size of these pricks shoved up the arses of these birds, double penetration, gang bangs, massive dildos, birds fuckin other birds with big black strap-on pricks, birds shaving their boxes and shoving bananas up their fannies. I’d wake up to shots of spunk flying across the screen. Jasus, it was a long way from night vespers in the old school back home.


I was to work the night shift at this meat packing dump, but the skin disorder set that all back a few weeks. I wasn’t there four days when the rash flared up on me. First this furious itching. Then mosquitoes had a go at me. I had zero immunity to these flying needles. I went around like an albino Zulu, in my underwear, swatting everything that moved. I was in the throes of depression as the itching progressed, and I began to bleed from all the scratching. I had a go at the bottle of whiskey with a vengeance, down the hatch with the eyes closed in that small motel room. I thought the sun would clear things up, so I went out to a swimming pool the size of a teacup. A graveyard of smashed bottles and discarded needles littered the pool area. Off in the distance, New York jutted against the sky, a fortress of concrete and glass. I had the bottle of whiskey and a can of coke and took a swig of one and washed it down with the other until there was nothing left. Then I flung the bottle against a wall. The pool water looked like shite, boggy brown. Broken glass gleamed underneath, cesspool. So I just lay out on this smashed-up deck chair and fell asleep, passed out is more like it. That’s what really fucked me royally. We’re talking skin that hadn’t seen the light of day. Ever.


The ground trembled all the time with the shudder of pneumatic brakes in the aftermath of my sun poisoning, in the post depression of porn withdrawal. I’d lie awake and wait for Frankenstein’s monster to come by and take a look at me.


‘Sun sensitivity compounded by alcohol poisoning and immune reaction to the mosquitoes,’ that’s what Boris came up with after he looked me over and came back with a report from some phantom doctor. He said to me, ‘You owe us for this. In the United States Army you can be subject to court martial for sunburn!’ I got the message loud and clear, totally incapacitated and laid out in the bed of spunk. ‘You think you own me?’ is what I wanted to shout. I got the message, but I said nothing.


I thought the sun had affected my brain. I concentrated on taking an inventory of my senses, like a NASA flight check. I repeated the alphabet out loud, counted backwards from a hundred, did the maths time tables up to twelve times twelve. All systems go. I was still normalish. The Bogman sat and smoked and looked off at New York and said fuck-all until he erupted as I began the alphabet again. ‘Shut your trap for fuck’s sake, will you?’


I was stretched out and on fire. The Bogman looked at me, and there was disgust in his face. He gave me this medicated cream and some gauze that I was to use. I struggled to the bathroom, this hole of stinking shite, and worked to turn myself into a scary looking creature. My whole head was a welt of rawness, a swollen boil on a set of shoulders. It was the most disheartening sight I’d ever stared at in all my life. A small naked bulb exposed the grim spectacle of my body, casting darkness around my eyes and under my chin. The cream was some sort of silver-based medicine, and as it dried my face took on this strange phosphorescence.


The Bogman watched at the door, looking to the East for night to descend. He had a flask of tea in his hand and sipped at the steaming hole, blowing gently. He said to me, ‘You look like the Mummy in The Werewolf meets the Mummy.’


I was furious. I walked like a zombie in slow torturous movement over to the bed.


‘Jasus. I should get a photograph of this,’ the Bogman said. ‘This is one for the books.’


‘Fuckin leave me alone,’ I said half-heartedly, but it was good to have someone there, even if they were only there to spy on me.


‘With a face like that, you’re not going to get yourself a woman any time soon.’


Getting a woman to marry you was the key to American success. ‘It’ll clear up,’ I said to him in a conciliatory manner. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’


‘I’ve seen worse,’ is all he answered, and took another long drink of tea from the flask. ‘I’m getting too old for this racket,’ he began, and then stopped himself. I stared at him through the web of gauze. The Bogman stared back at me. My eyes were moist.


‘You’ll be fine, don’t worry.’ He waved his hand in the grey light, then he went off and came back with a brown bag of beer and a carton of cigarettes, some sticky buns and two egg sandwiches, which he gave to me without a word. He flicked on this Zenith telly and turned his back on me. He went for the porn. I heard the moaning in the background and closed my eyes.


The Bogman was stalking me in the silence as he slurped the beer and ate the buns. I stretched out in the cool gauze, feeling the soothing effects of the cream seeping into my skin. He’d given me a powder for the pain. I felt oblique memories of the old days stir in my head. It was hard to reconcile that I was now in another country, that I was a hostage, a refugee, abandoned. I thought about going out to the airport and roaring my head off that I was an illegal immigrant and getting thrown out of the country. But there was no going back.


Sleep descended like a curtain, and I was adrift of this motel, out in the cold wetness of home, slinking to the back door to watch my Da and the dog getting ready for work. I shouted, but my father didn’t hear me. He was eating a big breakfast and reading the newspaper. The dog turned and grinned at me and then turned and rubbed his leg up against Da’s leg. I was shouting, ‘You dirty bollocks dog. Da, it’s me! It’s me!’


The Bogman shook me by the arm. ‘Wake up for God’s sake.’ He told me I’d been screaming. ‘You have to forget all that behind you.’ He pointed off into the distance. ‘You’re here now.’


Some bird was leaning over a huge prick, making this slurping sound. The prick was disappearing down her throat and reappearing. I felt the dissolution of my body from my mind, until I felt nothing. I’d damaged myself in the sun.


The Bogman left a few sandwiches, a bag of chips and two bottles of Coke by the bed. ‘Keep up with the liquids.’ He raised his big hand in this pre-emptive way and stubbed his cigarette into the deep shag carpet. ‘You’ve fallen from grace,’ he said quietly. ‘There’s people that think you’re not worth keeping. You just stay put and recover fast is the best thing you can do for yourself.’


‘Did they send you here to watch me?’ I whispered.


He didn’t answer, but he had an old paternal look, the laconic kind of man who bears witness to events in silence, forms opinions and keeps them locked in his own brain. ‘People disappear in this country. Remember that. You’re not their only concern, if you get my drift.’


I felt the effects of the powder I’d taken, the lolling sensation of sleep pulling me under again. My Da and the dog waited on the edge of consciousness. The dog was sniffing for my return, anxious to drive me from my own dreams. ‘You’re talkin like they’d kill me,’ I said with a vague laugh.


‘There are concerns here that live off a complicity of silence. When it was told what you did, the general consensus was that you weren’t worth pissing on. You’re still breathing only because of who got you over here.’


‘You mean McDonald?’


‘You see that now there. In this business you forget names.’


I lay flat on the bed, stared up at the ceiling and felt my heart racing.


‘I’m letting you in on things so you don’t go missing is all. Everybody deserves a second chance.’ Then he ended things with the macabre but trite, ‘This conversation never took place.’ He shook my hand in this ominous way, then shut the door leaving me in the dark.


The days and nights were a blur. I brought myself to the window in a chair and sat behind the thin curtain and listened to life outside. Most of the inhabitants were refugees of the highway. They hesitated at the edge of New York. New Jersey was some sort of psychological reprieve on the edge of a promised land. It was total industrial limbo out here, the shudder of trucks coming in to settle for the night. Men mingled in groups in the lot, drinking into the night, a constant slur of life drifting in and out of the motel rooms, doors banging, a woman screaming, a languid life of sex and frustration and exhaustion. It smelled of sulphur mostly in the thick of night when the factories belched their toxins amidst the settling sleep. I stared into the night, struggled out into the hallway to walk off the effects of lethargy and boredom. Prostitutes squatted in the hallway and watched me with suspicion. Their perfume mixed with the awful odour of sulphur. It smelt like one of them stink bombs the lads used to set off in the study hall to get us out of school. But this was like every stink bomb in Ireland had been set off at once.


I had to keep the curtains drawn to keep the glare off the television during the days. The hibernation continued in the twilight of tropical heat, the slow moult of past into present, the translucent peel of skin tearing away slowly. My new skin had a hard roughness, more scar than skin, the armour of prehistoric survival. The swelling never really left my face. I stared from eyes that recognised the metamorphosis. I had fried the left side of my face to a ruddy scar. It was hard to reconcile what I’d done to myself in that aborted attempt at suicide. That’s what that drinking must have been, in retrospect. Something had been transformed deep inside me, a ganglion grown in the dark, etiolated strands of creeping nerves colonising old memories. I longed for the relief of pelting cold rains, for the crackle of the fire, for the pull of wind through the house, for the whistle of the kettle, the taste of burnt toast. I felt this procession of the past collapsing in a melancholy requiem.


In the dark I felt the unconscious process of the brain sifting through new sound, cataloguing meaning, registering smells and sounds, wearily threading a matrix of meaning in this new world. It was a draining process, my writhing pupa of transition pulsing and turning into something else. I had an informal education before the lord of all meaning, an indoctrination at the altar of the telly. I watched these ancient programs on the telly, I Love Lucy, Lost in Space, Leave it to Beaver, My Three Sons, I Dream of Jeannie. I got a good sense of the shithole I’d arrived in from the telly. They had these commercials for low-life fuckups who hadn’t a high school education, GED training classes complete with cassettes, secretarial courses, mechanical institutes with smiling graduates brandishing soldering guns, now in good jobs, who said it was the best move they ever made, ‘so why don’t you make that important call and begin your new career today?’


Numbers streamed across the television. Confetti and American flags fluttered down at second-hand car dealerships, where fat men in suits thumbed through wads of cash and dared you to make them an offer they couldn’t refuse. And cheap car insurance deals regardless of your previous driving record. You could be blind for all they cared. There was so much, cheap carpet sales and liquidated inventories of furniture at never-before-seen prices. Everything must go. Salesmen were screaming for their lives. It was fuckin hell out there in sales. I felt the buzz of insanity, the television hissing, the picture grey dots, like something beamed from a distant planet.


Sometimes I turned the sound off and watched the flailing arms, the faces thrust into the camera. But mostly I went back to the porn, just stared at the endless penetrations, the rawness of animal lust, and despite everything I always got an erection.


I was amazed at the regenerative powers of the physical body. I had begun this macabre project of peeling away the skin on my body and rolling it into this organic cocoon of dead matter the colour of a brain. It was a good way to see how far I’d come back from the dead. New skin grew in the dark as I wasted time watching the TV. I seeded this growth with Coke and these family bags of Tayto cheese and onion and Mars bars and Crunchies I got at the Duty Free, half a case of all that stuff. And Jasus, wasn’t I glad of it. Sometimes I went over to the diner across the lot and got a few egg sandwiches.


After a week I was on the mend. One evening the Mexicans were getting hammered on bottles of Tequila and beer. They came by my room and saw me standing there. They looked me up and down, speaking in their broken English. They started a game of football with a beer can out in the lot. They wanted me to join in. I did. The lot boiled with dust. They were screaming and roaring.


Their women came out and sat in the back of a pickup, small and dark-skinned with long black hair. I stopped playing and went over to the pickup. I took a swig of Tequila and let it burn my throat. It eased the tension. The New York skyline emerged in the dying evening.


I drank some more. I saw the shrivelled worm in the end of bottle. I said to this Mexican standing beside me, ‘That looks like me in there,’ but he didn’t understand me. I was getting drunk quick. I was trying to say something to one of the Mexican girls but it wasn’t working out. She had her chin resting on her tanned knees. I could see the white of her panties under her dress. And then the game ended when a cop car came into the lot. The Mexicans just disappeared. I went back across the coming dark and went into my room and waited until the cops left.


While I recovered I sat at the door and watched America. Trucks belched blue diesel smoke into the searing days of my recovery, backed up for miles, slouching towards toll booths. I’d never seen such a collection of cars. It was all about movement. It was an insanity of mobility, America. It inflicted a sort of insomnia on the brain. It gave me the jitters. Fuck, did I miss the immobility of back home where you’d stretch like a cat before the fire, eating toast and drinking tea and waiting for the rain to clear before doing fuck-all. I needed this long attenuated beginning, this slow process of adaptation, feeling the immensity of America seep into my head, losing my island consciousness.





Angel and Sandy



There was this one girl, Angel, or that’s what she called herself, beautiful, sixteen at the most, showing the first signs of pregnancy under a dirty red print dress. It was what Mary Magdalene must have looked like back in the Bible as a young one, a real ride who dredged through a mire of mortal sin and spunk. She needed redeeming by the looks of her. This Angel was a total American tragedy situation. It was a sad country that let someone like her roam the country in her condition. She was everything I’d seen on the porn, that drugged look of deep penetration. But I suppose that’s the latitude of freedom and choice Americans are always on about. Illimitable space and freedom to arise out of anonymity into stardom, to suck off men for an audience of millions.


I could tell she had the beginnings of a pregnancy, this slightly distended belly. ‘Jasus,’ I said to her. ‘Don’t you have any religion at all?’


She said, ‘Fuck off, freak!’


Angel did a daily ritual, walking through the hot sun in her bare feet, knocking on doors, saying she was trying to get money to get home to Georgia. She pointed to an old Dodge up on blocks and said softly, ‘Some niggers done robbed our tyres.’ She curled her dirty blonde hair behind her ear. ‘We’s tryin to git money to git tyres. I got to git home. I’m havin a baby, sir.’


‘You all alone here?’ this man said, big trucker, metal buckle reflecting in the sun.


‘As alone as the day I was born, sir.’


‘You got to be here with someone,’ the trucker said.


‘Ain’t nobody’s business what I do exceptin my own, sir.’


‘I saw you with some guy.’


‘Oh, he’s only my brother.’ Angel played with her hair.


‘You sure?’


‘You sayin I don’t know my own kin?’


‘How old are you?’ The trucker looked all cagey, like someone had the video camera on him.


‘Older than I looks.’ She was up to the game, a real whore.


A door closed, and she was gone into a room.


The sun burned in the blue sky. Total madness. I went back to watching television and minded my own business. It was the most desperate and lonely place on earth, this dump where people could inject poisons into themselves, where women sucked men off for drugs, where you felt compelled to curl up and touch yourself. Fuck, was I a depressed bastard with that skin condition of mine and the ear driving me demented. I was a freak among freaks. Even with my eyes closed, my eyes moved under the eyelids watching this new cathedral of despair named Motel.


The first money I earned in America was from selling my piss. This drug fella saw me at the door and said, ‘You into drugs, man?’ He was going to give me a hit cheap. I was standing there with the skin condition looking like a space alien. I still had red welts from where the epidermis had gone on fire, so to speak.


I said, ‘Like fuck I am.’


We got to talkin, and he had this theory on high tension power lines. He said that’s what fucked me, cosmic radiation that the United States Government had being subjecting its citizens to since the Korean War. He was a scary bollocks. He kept touching me, taking me by the arm with this earnest way of a nutter. The next thing he said, real candid, is, ‘I’ll buy your piss.’


‘Are you jokin me?’


But he wasn’t joking. Drug-free piss was worth something to the drug community. They went down to this clinic and had to give a sample to prove they were clean to get themselves methadone. They’d drink the methadone, but not swallow it, go on outside and spit it into a jar. They sold this regurgitated stuff and still came out on top with the money they paid for my piss.


There wasn’t much for me in America, not that I expected much of anything. But this was shite beyond my wildest dreams. It was the kind of sadness that made you philosophical. Eighteen years old, and here I was in a New Jersey motel, lost to the world, an illegal immigrant. Jasus, it wasn’t like I didn’t have a brain in my head. If I hadn’t got into trouble with the law back home, I’d be down in Central Tennessee hanging out with rich college birds. I said to myself, ‘You better get fit before it’ll all be over for you.’ It was hard to keep things in perspective. I banned myself from the porn for once and for all, a sort of forty days of Lent to try and get some moral decency back into my head.


But this Angel is all I could think about most days of the skin disease. She was a sex machine and beautiful. What the fuck was she doin? She was like one of them English birds you’d see in the porno mags the lads hid back at the reformatory, real young good-looking birds with this drugged out look, saying in this cartoon balloon, ‘I like it in the arse!’ and there’d be this big black lad with his prick shoved up her arse.


Angel had some deal with the cook in the small diner. I watched her eating biscuits and eggs in the small grease hole, this prefab room up on blocks. Sometimes the cook would put up the ‘Closed’ sign in the middle of day and pull down all the shades in the restaurant. I saw the flight of her butterfly legs and the cook standing over her. I had my face up against the window. Angel had her mouth on his little sack of dog balls. I’ll tell you it didn’t make you want to dine there, that was for sure.


‘I’m sorry for troublin you, but you see that car out there?’ It was the Dodge Angel went on about. This eejit’s name was Sandy, into the drugs in a big way. He was associated with Angel, either a brother or boyfriend. It was hard to tell. He smiles at me with this ugly-toothed smile. ‘How come your skin is like that?’


I could see the cogs behind the bulging red veiny eyes. They looked like he got them in one of those novelty machines at the fair.


‘Only fellas been in prison looks that white. You killed somebody or somethin? You hidin from the law, mister?’


I stared blankly, ‘Who isn’t?’


Sandy looked real serious, ‘Isn’t what?’


‘Isn’t hidin from the law.’


‘I ain’t.’ Sandy’s brain turned an idea and then it got lost somewhere in his head. Trucks shuddered and bucked out on the road, the grind of gears downshifting. The motel shook with this subterranean nervousness.


‘What’s wrong with yer face?’ he said to me.


‘Can you keep a secret?’ I said to him.


He leaned toward me with this quizzical look. ‘Yeah …’


‘Plastic surgery!’ I said out of nowhere. ‘I’m changin my identity.’


‘Jezus! You in with the Mob?’


‘International terrorism. IRA, you heard of dem fellas?’


Sandy had this vacant stare of bewilderment. ‘You for real? IRA? Shit, man. I heard a them.’


‘This whole place is staked out. You make a wrong move, and you’re fucked.’ I prodded my finger into his chest. ‘I’m trusting you to keep your mouth shut. I’ve taken you into my confidence, and now you’re implicated. One word and you’re dead.’


He raised his hands slightly, like he wanted to show he was unarmed. ‘I got this policy that I don’t get into other people’s business.’


The next day I saw him again with Angel. I was at the door. The face was looking better. I put my finger to my temple and pretended to pull a trigger, then put the same finger to my lip to signify silence. Then I pointed at him. It was the kind of thing you’d wish you could leave your body for so you could see yourself.


Sandy nodded and looked around. He and Angel came over to me. Sandy said, ‘I want to show you something.’ Sandy gave Angel some coins from his pocket. She tipped her head back and ate the money. I just watched as she made this jingling sound deep in her throat. Sandy said, ‘Shit awmighty. You hear that?’


I just nodded. Her eyes were staring at the sun, her mouth half-open. The wind was blowing through her hair.


‘How bout makin me change for a quarter?’ Angel made some movements with her throat, and slowly her tongue came out with two dimes and a nickel. ‘Shit, you ever seen anything like that in all your goddamn life?’


I said, ‘No.’ It reminded me of them grotesque-looking Laughing Policemen contraptions at the seaside carnivals that ate the pennies and roared laughing at you.


‘How bout change for a dime?’ Sandy said.


The tongue withdrew into the mouth, and there was that jingling sound again. I could almost see the coins coming up out of her throat. Then the tongue emerged with two nickels. Sandy placed the wet nickels in my hand.


It was another day before Sandy arrived again. ‘We done got robbed,’ he said. ‘I ask you, what kind of world are we livin in, I ask you?’ There was true disgust on his face. ‘Niggers, I figures, done robbed us.’ He pointed at the Dodge. ‘I ain’t about to ask for charity. Ain’t like we don’t all got our problems, but it’s like this. My car needs fixin. I heard they’re givin twenty dollars for plasma over at this clinic, which I’m aimed to give, but ya gotta have money to make money. Ain’t that the irony of life. Ya gotta have money to make money. Ya gotta have money to get over there to where the money is, and, I ask you honestly, how is you supposed to make money when you don’t have money?’ He stopped dead. He was out of breath. ‘Tell me?’

OEBPS/9781780222110_oeb_001_r1.jpg
MICHAEL COLLINS

Emerald Underground

i}

 —





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781780222110_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
emerald underground

Michael Colllns

SHORTLISTED FOR THE BOOKEH

“One of the most exciting talents to have emerged not only in Ireland

but anywhere in recent decades”






