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Twenty Major was born some years ago in Dublin, Ireland. He lives on, or around, the South Circular Road with a dog called Bastardface and a cat called Throatripper.

He was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 but was beaten to the gong by Bishop Desmond Tutu who ran a vigorous dirty tricks campaign against him. His other mortal enemies include Daryl Hall, LL Cool J (who stole his rap) and any kind of clown.

He writes a daily blog on www.twentymajor.net
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Prologue


Monday Night

Renowned record-shop-owner Tom O’Farrell staggered from the store room at the back of his shop. Terrified and unable to understand what was happening, he only knew that escape was impossible. He had already locked up the shop, the shutters were secured in place … he had nowhere to go. Nevertheless, he made for the door, frantically hoping that a passer-by might see what was happening and raise the alarm. With the lights off though, that was unlikely, and the darkness caused him to stumble over a display of Tears for Fears Greatest Hits DVDs. He lay on the ground, out of breath, looking desperately for somewhere to hide.

Then a voice spoke, alarmingly close, ‘Stay very still.’

Crouched on all fours, the record-shop-owner shuddered, turning his head very slowly, like some kind of retarded owl. Just 14 feet away, bathed in the light that pushed its luminous tentacles out from the store room, loomed the enormous silhouette of his assailant, who stared contemptuously down at him with shining, pink eyes. He was freakishly tall and built like the offspring of a farmer and a professional wrestler crossed with an old- school East German female Olympic athlete. His skin was so pale it was almost translucent, and from under his flat cap sprung a shock of bright orange hair.

‘No. It can’t be,’ gasped Tom, ‘the ginger albino! It was supposed to be just a legend.’

Christ, this was bad. If only people knew.

The ginger albino pulled a pistol from his duffel coat and pointed it at his victim.

‘You shouldn’t have tried to escape.’ His accent was a mix of nasal American and Wicklow council worker, with a strange northern twang that Tom thought might be Donegal. ‘Now, you know why I’m here. You know what you must do.’

‘I’ve told you already,’ Tom stammered, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘You lie,’ said the hideous man, his gingerness seeming to ooze from his pores like stuff oozed from teenagers’ faces. ‘You and your brethren know of me. You know what I signify. And now you know that I am not a fabled monster. I am real.’

Tom felt a surge of adrenalin rush through him. Well, he hoped it was adrenalin.

‘I will give you a final chance,’ the towering figure said coldly. ‘Do as I ask, or I shall kill you.’

‘Never,’ said Tom. ‘What you ask is too despicable for any person to agree to. I have spent my life working in this business – apart from that time when I lived in London and I had to do things to get by, but that’s not important right now – and I will not see it destroyed by the likes of you.’

‘Very well. I had hoped you would see sense. What is to come is inevitable. Your pathetic stand against it will make no difference whatsoever. The wheels are in motion. This Rolling Stone is gathering no moss. Que sera, sera, and such. Your death will serve as a warning to the others. They won’t be so foolish.’

In an instant, Tom knew what he had to do. ‘If I die,’ he thought, ‘then it’s all over. There’s no chance for anyone.’

Instinctively, he tried to get up and run for the door. The gun thundered, and he felt a burning heat as the bullet penetrated his stomach. He fell again … battling against the searing pain. He turned onto his back again and faced his attacker, who had the pistol pointed directly between his eyes. The ginger albino pulled the trigger, but there was only the click so reminiscent of the Russian roulette scene in The Deer Hunter.

‘MAO!’ said the man, laughing. He reached for more bullets but then saw the blood spreading across the floor from Tom’s stomach. He pocketed the bullets and holstered his gun. ‘My work here is done.’

Tom looked down and saw the hole in his Che Guevara T-shirt. As a veteran of the turf wars between the punks, the mods and the Val Doonican fans during his time in London, he’d seen people gut shot before. It was a slow and painful way to die. Worse than being starved to death in a room filled with Phil Collins music while being rimmed by a cat.

His hateful assassin regarded him for a moment. ‘Your pain is as nothing compared to what the rest of humanity will suffer. Be thankful and die well.’

The ginger albino walked calmly over to one of the racks behind the counter, searched for a couple of moments, then took something. The next moment, he was gone, locking the back door behind him.

Alone and dying, Tom O’Farrell knew he had to act fast. Within minutes, the poison from his stomach would enter his chest cavity and render him immobile for the final, excruciating moments.

‘I must warn them. I must find some way.’

Staggering to his feet, he tried to move, but he was too weak. His legs were like jelly beneath him. Close to tears and knowing time was short, he lay down on the floor. An idea came to him. He pulled his T-shirt over his head, wincing in pain, and summoned the last of his strength to do what he had to do.

When he was finished, he grimaced as he found his mobile phone in his pocket and flicked through the address book until he came to the name of the person he wanted. Too weak to make the call, he left the screen displaying this entry as the blackness enveloped him … and Tom O’Farrell died, hoping against hope that he’d done enough.
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Tuesday Morning

It was early morning when the call came. I was up and about though. A hangover made sure of that. It felt like there were little brain dwarves drilling holes in the skirting boards of my brain. I hate dwarves.

‘Hello, Twenty?’

‘Yes. Who’s that?’

‘Detective Sergeant Larry O’Rourke, from Pearse Street.’

‘Ah, Larry. How’s things?’

‘Not so bad, Twenty. Long time no speak.’

‘You know me, honest as the day is long.’

‘Yeah. A day in the North Pole.’

‘Ever the card, Larry. What’s going on?’

‘We’ve got a bit of a situation here. Do you know a fellow called Tom O’Farrell?’

‘Of course, Tom owns Vinyl Countdown, the record shop on Wicklow Street.’

‘Owned, Twenty.’

‘Did he sell it? The big corporate monsters and the online world have finally put paid to the little record-shop-owner man?’

‘No, he’s dead!’ He laughed. Larry was never one for subtleties.

‘Jesus. What happened?’

‘Shot in the belly. Bled like a stuck pig, so he did. Bet it hurt like buggery, too. I read somewhere it’s the most painful way to die. Even worse than being starved to death in a room filled with Phil Collins music while being rimmed by a cat.’

‘Christ, that is bad. How come you’re ringing me, though?’

‘Well, it looks like he was trying to call you with his last dying act. Your phonebook entry was on his mobile. There’s something else very strange too, but I can’t go into that now because I’m dying for a piss and a smoke. Yes, at the same time. Can you come down here?’

I told him I’d be down within half an hour, jumped into the shower, had a smoke, then hopped on my Honda 50 and headed for town.

[image: image]

When I got to the station, Larry was standing outside. He acknowledged me with a nod of his head as he carried on his phone conversation.

‘I don’t care what he says. That’s just bullshit. This time that little fucker is going down. He’s not getting away with that shit anymore. We have him bang to rights. Just keep him there till I get back.’

He hung up.

‘Sorry about that, Twenty. The missus caught the young fella looking at porn on the internet. We’ve always suspected but never been able to prove it.’

‘Er … right enough. So what the fuck happened here?’

‘Cleaner found him this morning. Dead as you like on the floor. She’s so shocked she’s talking about going back to Poland.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Yeah. Come in here and have a look though. It’s all very odd.’

I followed him into the shop, and there were all kinds of people in there. He explained the forensics officers had been in already and there was no danger of me contaminating the scene. As we went past the Classical section, I could see some bloodstains on the ground. When we came into the Male A–Z, I could see poor old Tom’s feet.

Tom and I were old friends. He’d grown up on the same road as me and had always been into his music. He had wanted to get into managing bands, but his eye for talent-spotting was like Paris Hilton’s – all crooked and deformed. He’d passed up the chance to manage a young, enthusiastic Northside band, saying the lead singer was ‘a wanky little dwarf cunt with a stupid name,’ and instead chose a punk band from Killester called The Unholy Flaps. It didn’t take him long to realise that he wasn’t any good at decision-making when it came to new groups, so he moved to London. He came back about two years later, looking very thin, and never once spoke about what had happened to him there. I never really asked. When he came to me looking for financial help for his new record shop, I was a bit dubious, despite his earnest promises to pay me back every penny. Had it been anyone else, I’m pretty sure I’d have told them to take a running jump.

‘You want to open a second-hand and rare items record shop on Wicklow Street, do you? Well, I suggest you think again because it would be a disaster,’ I might say as I sent them away and turned to the window, silhouetted in the late evening sunshine, individual hairs from my beard shining as if under spotlights.

Tom was different, though. As kids we’d been through a traumatic experience together when, as part of somebody’s idea to instill religion in children, we had been sent to a monastery on ‘retreat’. When we got there, it was horrible. It smelt like a hospital. Well, a hospital whose walls were scrubbed with Jeyes Fluid and still-warm semen. Tom and I had to share a room. He got the top bunk, which suited me, as I really don’t have much of a head for heights. After being told to go to bed very early we were still full of energy, young innocent scamps emboldened by the strange surroundings. So, we did what any typical lads of that age would do. We sneaked out of the dormitory room and went exploring. The corridors were dark and narrow, and the floors had diamond-shaped black and white tiles. We had no idea what might be around the next corner, so we moved as slowly as a government inquiry into anything that might be vaguely its fault. Soon, we found ourselves in a kind of atrium with a number of large doors leading left and right and the continuation of the corridor straight ahead. Not quite wanting to risk going in a door where we might find a tableful of monks, their helmets on, sitting around a table playing gin rummy or spin the bottle, we decided to go straight on. It was the worst decision we ever made in our lives.

We had just turned the corner when, from behind us, a voice spoke and stopped us in our tracks.

‘Boys.’

We looked sideways at each other, gulped, and turned around to see a very ugly monk standing with his arms folded. He had the blackest hair I had ever seen, heavy stubble and shaggy eyebrows that almost met in the middle. When he spoke, you could see that his top gums were larger than his actual teeth, making him look like some kind of Hallowe’en mask. He had a strange, sickly sweet smell, and the look of him put chills down my spine. Even at an early age, I knew this was not the kind of person I should be around.

‘You’re here with the retreat, isn’t that right?’

‘Yes, Mr Monk,’ said Tom.

‘And you were told to go to bed and not come out of your rooms until morning, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, Sir Monk,’ Tom stammered. I was now even more nervous as I watched the smile, small as it was, begin to spread over his face.

‘Well, that means you two are in serious trouble. Your teachers will have to be told, then your parents, and Lord knows what they’ll say when they learn how you have disrespected a house of God.’

Tom’s parents were particularly religious, and if they discovered he’d been up to mischief in a monastery, they’d redden his backside for him and no mistake.

‘Oh Jesus!’ he said.

‘Now you take the Lord’s name in vain?’

‘I was praying. I swear!’

‘That’s not what it sounded like to me. That’s even more trouble if they find out that. Oh now, that’s made you look very worried. Well now … what if I told you that there was something you could do that would make sure you didn’t get into any trouble at all? Would you be willing to do it?’

‘Oh yes,’ said a now-panicking Tom. ‘Yes, we would. Wouldn’t we, Twenty?’

‘Erm …’

‘Well, that’s settled it then. You two come with me, and I’ll make sure you don’t have any problems.’

He steered us towards a door that was almost hidden in the corner of the dark passageway. My nerves were screaming at me – every part of me knew this was wrong, this was a mistake, this was something I’d regret for ever, but I just walked on, too young to prevent it happening. I cursed myself for leaving to explore in the first place. If I’d just stayed in the room and played Top Trumps, none of this would have happened. I’ll never forget the click of the door as it shut behind us, and we were made sit on a rock-hard sofa. The monk went into another room, and when he came back in, he efficiently but lengthily took our innocence.

I’ll never forget his fingers opening the clasps, then rubbing up and down, then gripping the shaft before starting to strum gently. That bastard played folk music at us for over an hour, singing songs about idiot people who seemed to be far too fucking miserable to bother paying any attention to. The corny lyrics, the lethargic performance, the closing of the eyes when singing … the whole thing was just utterly traumatic. When he escorted us back to our room and bade us goodnight, we both lay in our beds, rigid, violated, hollow inside.

After a long time, Tom spoke. ‘Twenty. Would it be okay if we never talked about this again?’

‘That’s okay with me.’

‘Epic. Goodnight, Twenty.’

‘Goodnight, Tom.’

I’m not sure either of us slept, though.

Years later, with the money I provided, he was able to open his record shop and it became one of the most popular in town. If you found the door on Wicklow Street, hidden away on the curve, behind it you’d find a wonderland, specialising in rare vinyl that nobody else seemed able to get. Tom paid me back within the year, and I still got a small percentage of the annual profits for my trouble. Tom insisted, and I’m not a man foolish enough to turn down cash in my hand. Tom and I had a history. A good history, a history that could fill a bargeful of kegs. A history that ended now and went on for ever. Tom was dead.

Larry was speaking again. ‘Look, the reason we asked you to come down wasn’t just because of the phone thing. People get shot in Dublin all the time. Normally though it’s one drug dealer shooting another, and we don’t really care about that. If you had a kitchen full of cockroaches, and one of them ate another one, you wouldn’t be upset, right?’

‘Right.’

‘Well, this is different. Tom O’Farrell was no cockroach, and he surely wasn’t eaten by another cockroach.’

‘Police work is complicated, eh?’

‘Joe,’ he said, talking to one of the crime-scene guys, ‘lift up that sheet and let Twenty have a look at the body.’

Joe did as he was told. There lay my old friend, his stomach caked in dried blood, bits of his guts hanging out. It was an ugly sight.

‘Now, Twenty, this is why we brought you down here. As well as the phone with your address-book entry, it seems he left us another clue. Look.’

I moved closer to the body, and on his chest, with his own blood, Tom had written the number ‘60’.

‘Any idea what that means?’ asked Larry.

‘Not a clue. Sorry. Maybe it’s the start of a phone number, or the number of a house?’

‘It could also be a registration plate, a time, a file in a numerically organised filing system, somebody’s position in a list, the price of something, the number of times he’s eaten steak-and-kidney pie. It could be anything. We were hoping it might mean something to you.’

‘I wish I could help, Larry, but nothing springs to mind. Tell you what, I’ll check with the lads, see if they can come up with something.’

‘Fair enough. Keep it quiet, though. We’re not releasing that information to the press. We need to keep something back to weed out all the lunatics who’ll ring up and claim to have done it.’

‘Does that really happen?’

‘Nah. It’s just a good line. Get in touch if you figure anything out though.’

I walked out of Tom’s shop, my head spinning. What was it that he’d wanted to tell me? Who would want to do something like that to old Tom? And why would they want to do that? If I could figure out those three questions, then we’d be closer to finding out what really happened in there.

I knew there was only one place I could go.
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Still Tuesday Morning

I dropped my trusty motorcycle back home and wandered around to Ron’s bar. Ron’s is my local. I’ve been going there for years. It’s not like your achingly trendy superpubs, it’s not even like a normal pub, it’s an old-fashioned bar. There’s no carvery lunch or Mediterranean fusion food. You’re lucky if he’s remembered to stock up on Tayto, and even then he never has Smoky Bacon flavour. There are no plasma TVs, just one old set bolted to the roof in the corner. We did make him get Sky in, though, so we could watch the football. That’s his one concession to the modern world.

Ron and I have an understanding. I pay him money for my booze, and he lets me smoke in his bar. He’s never liked being told what to do, and the smoking ban, to him, was just another cunt telling him he couldn’t do something. He would hold no truck with that. Once a busy little man came around, claiming to be from some government department, and told Ron he could lose his licence for letting people smoke. Ron paid him no heed, and nobody ever saw the busy little man again.

Me, I’ve been smoking since I was six. I had my first cigarette when Johnny Scanlon robbed three Sweet Afton from his grandfather’s box. He said he’d never realise and he was right because it turns out he had Alzheimer’s disease and died a few months later. Not from Alzheimer’s disease. He contracted a serious case of gastroenteritis and, given his already weakened state, quite literally shat himself to death one afternoon when the rest of the family were out. They had to move house in the end, unable as they were to remove the stench of death shit from the walls. Anyway, me, Jimmy the Bollix and Johnny Scanlon (who would later become a heroin-addicted chef that added his arm scabs to his sauces) were hanging around down by the canal in Kilmainham, we had a box of matches, and we all had our first fag together. We coughed, we spluttered, we did our best to inhale, we puked. We thought we were cool. When I went home, I told my mother that the reason my T-shirt was covered in vomit and I was grey in the face was because I saw a man get his head run over by a bus. The simple lies of a child.

Ron likes his bar the way it is. Traditional. Quiet. Unclean. A while back, some Trinity students decided they’d start drinking there because it was so different they thought it made them cool. I don’t know how they even found the place. He tolerated it for one night, but when even more of them came back the next night, he knew he had to act.

Up to the bar went the scarf-wearing, blazer-sporting student with the ripped jeans and the weird spiky hair. ‘Foive points of Hoyno,’ he said.

Ron poured the five pints, placed them on the bar, then said, ‘That’ll be sixty euro, please.’

‘Sixty euro? Are you, loike, out of your moind or something?’

Ron assured them he wasn’t out of his ‘moind’ and to make it quite clear what the lay of the land was, he produced a baseball bat, which he keeps under the bar for emergencies such as this, and told them their teeth would become well acquainted with the end of it if they didn’t pay up, drink up and leave. He never had another Trinity student in the bar. He likes to keep control over his clientele.

Not being men of the conventional nine-to-five life, I knew at least a couple of the lads would be there, it was open after all, and I was happy to see Jimmy the Bollix, Stinking Pete and Lucky Luciano sitting at the bar. Jimmy is my oldest friend, and, as his name suggests, he is a bollix. Not to me though. Well, not often. He’s a tough man who has come through some difficult times. Jimmy’s father loved National Geographic magazine, and there were always copies lying around the house (in fact, Stinking Pete thought all women’s breasts should hang around their waists after spending way too much time in the bathroom with a copy he’d pilfered). For years and years, he worked overtime in his job as a Guinness bargeman to save as much money as possible to bring his family on a once-in-a-lifetime safari trip to Kenya. Jimmy, his parents and his elder brother, Johnny the Bollix, had a wonderful time … until the last day, when their jeep was attacked by wild animals and the guide dragged from the driver’s seat and eaten. As more and more big cats surrounded the vehicle, the family knew their lives were close to an end. Mr and Mrs the Bollix looked at each other, and, without speaking, they knew what had to be done.

‘Son,’ said Jimmy’s father, ‘remember we love you very much. And Johnny, you’re all right too, for the most part. Take advantage of the distraction we’ll cause and make good your escape.’

‘No, Dad!’ said a terrified Jimmy, but it was too late. Hand in hand, they got out of the car and were set upon by the wild beasts. As he put his foot to the floor, the last thing Jimmy saw was his father being raped by a gay panther and his mother being torn apart by lions.

He’s always carried a lot of guilt with him about it, but he works it out through committing acts of violence and sending people who ask him for directions the wrong way completely. The shocking safari incident should have brought the two brothers closer, but while Jimmy is a bollix, his brother Johnny is a complete fucking cunt of a bollix. Shortly after the funeral service – in which they buried a set of clothes for each parent because their bodies had been eaten then passed as waste on the savannah – Johnny forged his parents’ signatures and falsified their will so that he was left the entire estate and Jimmy got nothing. Distraught, Jimmy moved to London and got involved in the 1980s synth scene and starred in Howard Jones’ ‘New Song’ video as the bloke dancing in chains. Later, he went to America and fathered a child with a member of a famous all-girl band. Jimmy Junior comes to stay in Dublin quite often and isn’t nearly as much of a bollix as his father. He’s still learning though, and we try and teach him something new each time he comes. Last time, we taught him to tell the difference between Lithuanians and real people.

Lucky Luciano isn’t, as his name suggests, particularly lucky, although he did once win €100 on a scratch card. He comes from Livorno, in Italy, and he is a compassionate assassin. This means he’ll only kill somebody if he feels they deserve to die. And if the price is right, of course. He claims to have killed, amongst others, Princess Diana, Michael Hutchence from INXS and Shergar. I once asked him what exactly the horse did to deserve to die, but he wouldn’t tell me, only saying that if I knew, I’d agree with him. Despite his sinister profession, he is entirely henpecked by his wife, Elisa, who insists he bring her to the cinema at least twice a week even though he absolutely hates going to the movies.

‘Cazzo! Why I a want to go to place to see film when all around me is a people who eat like is end of world and will never get more food? Why is not a possible for people to eat the dinner or the lunch and a then go to see film? These a porks, they make a me sick,’ he says every time he comes into Ron’s after leaving his wife back home after their latest cinematic jaunt. When we ask him why he doesn’t just tell his wife he doesn’t want to go, he looks at us as if we’re simpletons.

‘Howya, Twenty!’ said Stinking Pete.

‘Not great, Pete. Had some bad news this morning. Ron, pint please.’ I watched as Ron put a glass under the Guinness tap. Despite being the biggest shithole in town, Ron’s has the best Guinness in Dublin.

‘What happened?’ asked Jimmy the Bollix.

‘Remember Tom O’Farrell?’

‘The lad whose brother ran off and married a priest?’ asked Pete.

‘No, that was Tommy Farrelly.’

‘Ahhh, you mean the fella who used to work in the chipper and deep fried his own hand one time?’

‘No, you fucking clown, that was Tim Farrell.’

‘Ahhhhh, Tom O’Farrell. His Dad owned the first ever mobile kebab van in Ireland, and he used to wait around outside Tamango’s every weekend and—’

‘Pete, shut your hole,’ I said. Pete shut his hole. ‘I’m talking about Tom O’Farrell, my old mate who owned the record shop on Wicklow Street.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Give me strength,’ I muttered.

Stinking Pete, as his name suggests, smells very badly indeed. He is also as stupid as a shoe, and that is being unkind to shoes. We have all, over the years, grown used to his odour, but at first, when we were but lads, it was slightly distracting to be out and about with someone who smelt like a decomposing goat. Through the years, we have become experts at sending him on pointless missions that are designed to get him out of our company as much as possible. Once we’d worn out all the old classics – ‘Pete, nip down the hardware store and get me a glass hammer/a bucket of sparks/a tub of elbow grease – ’ we had to get quite inventive. One time, we managed to dispatch him to Turkey and told him that it was imperative that he shot the Pope. Luckily for him, some local nutjob got blamed, and I have to admit he’s been a little more cautious since then.

‘What happened to him, Twenty?’ asked Jimmy.

‘Shot dead last night in the shop.’ I told them about the call I got that morning from Larry O’Rourke and how Tom had been trying to ring me. I also mentioned the fact that he’d taken his shirt off and, using his own blood, written the number ‘60’ across his chest.

‘What do you reckon the sixty is about then?’ said Ron.

‘No idea. It could be anything. I told O’Rourke I’d let him know if we could think of anything.’

‘I a tell you one thing,’ said Lucky Luciano. ‘The person who a kill your friend no is a good assassin. Is not good for to shoot somebody in a stomach. Can take a time to die and can a call police or fire brigade, or coastguard like Davids Hasselhoffer. Is two possibilities. First possibility, is a crap assassin.’

‘What’s the second, then?’

‘Is – how you say in a Ireland? – a big, mean fucking a cunt.’

A crap assassin is not a particularly big worry. Look at the bloke who tried to kill Reagan. His ignominy faded. A successful assassin, on the other hand, was a powerful figure. Another Mark Chapman would not be welcome on the scene, particularly as it seemed he wasn’t trying to do the decent thing and wipe out the remaining Beatles.

I had a feeling in my stomach that had nothing to do with the eight pints I’d had the night before. Nor the five gins, two Jamesons and the battered sausage and chips on the way home. Something strange was going on.
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Thursday Morning

The day after Tom’s funeral, which was a very sad affair brightened only by Stinking Pete tripping over a gravestone in Mount Jerome and landing face-first into the headstone and breaking his nose, we were sitting in Ron’s at lunchtime. I’d been in touch with Larry O’Rourke to tell him we had no ideas about the ‘60’.

‘You’re as much use as a fish on a bicycle,’ he said to me. I never thought to ask why he’d want a fish on a bicycle in the first place.

We spent hours at the bar, thinking about what it could possibly mean. Dirty Dave, another friend with very questionable personal hygiene but not quite as stupid as Stinking Pete, actually managed to tie the whole thing into a vast conspiracy that involved Opus Dei, JFK, the fact that man never really landed on the moon, the Freemasons, the Jewish cabal that supposedly runs the world and the American government. What was worse is that it actually made some sense at the time. In the cold light of day, however, it didn’t seem to ring as true as it had done the night before. I’m not entirely sure why.

Before the funeral, Jimmy and I had broken into Tom’s house to see if we could find anything there that might point us in the right direction. After a good search, we hadn’t found much apart from a few magazines and photos that he kept in a secret compartment in his bedside locker. We thought it best to tear them up and bin them. We also went through his record collection and took a few things to help us remember our old friend and certainly not to sell on eBay because they were so rare. However, we didn’t find anything that gave us the slightest clue to what his dying message meant. There was no diary, no secret file on his computer, no safe, no nothing. It was all very frustrating, more frustrating than trying to teach the difference between ‘their’, ‘there’ and ‘they’re’ to a class full of Spanish dyslexics.

In Ron’s, Dirty Dave had his argument that politicians should be expected to do immoral things roundly countered by Jimmy, who hates politicians like a racist politician hates having to kiss black babies.

‘Shut up, Jimmy,’ said Dave.

‘Tell me shut up again, Dave, and I will insert this pint glass up your arse, then kick you in the hole so hard it’ll end up in your bladder, then I’ll punch you in the stomach, break the glass, then laugh as you piss shards of glass for a week.’

‘Sorry, Jimmy,’ said Dave and picked up the newspaper.

‘I had a look at the number 60 on the old internet last night,’ I said to Jimmy, ‘I Wikipediaed the shite out of it. The only things that happened in the year 60 were Boudica sacking London and some Roman emperor called Pubilus doing something.’

‘Pubilus. Hahaha.’

He has a childish sense of humour.

‘What about the number sixty?’ he asked.

‘Well, sixty seconds in a minute, sixty minutes in an hour, maybe something to do with time?’

‘Sixty is also the diamond wedding anniversary, if you can make it that far without going insane and killing your wife or your wife going insane and killing you.’

‘Diamond, eh? Maybe there’s a Pink Panther-style heist being planned, but why would Tom give a shit about that? Hah, I know what it is. Neil Diamond is planning to release a new album!’

‘Gobshite. What about 1960? Did anything happen in 1960 that might be relevant?’

‘Adolf Eichmann got caught by the Mossad. Could it be a Nazi conspiracy? Oh! Oh! JFK was elected. Perhaps Dave was onto something after all.’

‘Don’t be soft. Dave has the brain power of a dinosaur on a life-support machine.’

‘This is hopeless, isn’t it? We’ll never figure out what the hell he meant. Why couldn’t he have written, “I was killed by X for Y reason”?’

‘He’d have needed a very big chest for a start.’

‘Here, Twenty,’ interrupted Dave, ‘have a look at this.’ He handed me the newspaper.

‘Man dies in fatal donkey rape tragedy?’

‘No! Underneath.’

‘Taoiseach admits ten-year affair with Archbishop of Canterbury?’

‘No, more underneath!’

‘Oh sweet holy mother of the sacred heart of the crucified Jesus! This can’t be happening. Oh fuck.’

‘What is it?’ asked Jimmy.

‘It’s the worst thing I have ever seen in my life. A free concert in the Phoenix Park. It’s called Folkapalooza, and it features all your acousticy favourites, such as Damien Rice, David Gray, James Blunt—’

‘Isn’t he a racing driver?’

‘You twat, Dave, that’s James Hunt. Plus special guest star Bob Dylan along with countless other no-mark cunts who think that if they get up on stage with an acoustic guitar and sing in a whiney voice about how miserable their lives are people will like it. This is despicable.’

After that, I didn’t feel like awareness of the world outside the bar was good for me, so we spent the rest of the afternoon drinking. By around eight o’clock, I decided I had to eat something and volunteered to go to the chipper around the corner, still run by an Italian family whose surname ended in a vowel. As I strolled back with the battered sausages, fresh cod and steaming hot chips, I didn’t even notice the busker, standing on a street with practically no pedestrian traffic, singing a Damien Rice song.
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Friday

I woke the next morning with a very sore head. After I’d coughed up a solid nugget of Major-inspired phlegm, I padded my way across the wooden floors to the kitchen to make coffee. My house is an old Victorian cottage on, or around, the South Circular Road. I’ve lived here since the day I was born, and I inherited the house when my folks died all those years ago.

My parents were ordinary, decent folk. My Mam was a housewife while my father was a burglar. Well, he was once. I know this because the house he burgled was the next-door neighbour’s, and he brought me along as a look-out. I was ten years old. His real job wasn’t quite so exciting. He was an assassin for the IRA. Okay, he was a postman. He loved his job, though. How can anyone not love getting up ridiculously early in the morning, rain or shine (it’s Ireland though, so it’s mostly rain with some bright intervals and north to north-easterly winds reaching gale force 2 at times), picking up a fucking big heavy bag and going from house to house, bending down to post the letters, thus giving yourself a lifetime of back troubles? Exactly. He was a very big man. At least six foot two, and he wasn’t what you’d call skinny. He wasn’t a big fat bastard like Mickey Nakajumi’s dad, though. We used to tease Mickey a lot about it.

‘Hands up whose dad is not a fat cunt!’ we’d say, all putting our hands up while Mickey stood looking at the ground.

‘Hands up whose dad isn’t going to drop dead of a heart attack because he’s a big, fat bastard who drinks too much beer and eats more than a small army!’ we’d mock as we raised our hands in the air. The irony of Liam Feeney’s skin-and-bone dad dropping dead of a heart attack just moments after he gleefully put his hand up was not lost on us as we watched him and his weeping brother make their way home.

‘Hands up whose dad is a sumo wrestler!’ we’d guffaw.

Funnily enough, we never slagged Mickey off for being a slanty-eyed yellow bastard, but I suppose kids only see what they want to see. My da was strict at home. He taught me manners, how to respect my elders and how to look after myself. One day, I came home from school after a rough day. There was one lad who was a bit of a bully and was giving me a hard time. My da wasn’t the kind of man who taught you to turn the other cheek. You had to stand up for yourself, and I’ll never forget his words of advice that day.

‘Son,’ he said, ‘if somebody hits you, then you have to hit them back twice as hard. Or wait until they’re not looking and cave the back of their head in with a big fucking plank.’

With that in mind, I have to say he wasn’t as understanding as I thought he would be when he was summoned to the school to rubber-stamp my expulsion after bully boy came off the worst in a game of headers with a piece of a tree I’d found during playtime. It was only on the way home that he imparted the ‘Don’t let anyone see you doing it’ bit that he’d previously neglected to mention. Still, with that one incident, my reputation in the neighbourhood was made. I wasn’t the biggest, but the other kids knew I wouldn’t be picked on, that I had easy access to heavy branches and I knew how to use them. It has stood me in good stead over the years.

As for my mam, well, she was just brilliant. She looked after me like a Mormon looks after his favourite wife, keeping beatings to an absolute minimum. I wasn’t overly stressed when people scolded me for doing things wrong. At an early age, I developed a capacity to ignore authority and seniority and just get on with doing whatever I wanted. My mam was the only one who could make me feel bad about stuff.

‘Oh, Twenty,’ she’d say, ‘you really shouldn’t have set fire to that car which caused three houses to go on fire and all those children to be hideously scarred,’ and I’d feel slightly rueful about it. Or she’d give out to me for shoplifting, and I would be penitent, even when I shoplifted nice things for her birthday and Christmas presents. There’s a moment in every person’s life that he can look back on with a clarity that he might not have if he thought about something that happened the day before. My moment is the day she caught me stealing a few pence from her purse. Not much, just enough to get a few bulls’ eyes and a couple of smokes that they sold in singles out of an old glass in the local shop. To this day, I don’t remember what she said. She probably didn’t say anything, and that’s what made it so bad. There was an all-encompassing shame that I could let her down like that. I can remember wanting the ground to swallow me up and eat me whole (not eat me hole), and for days she wouldn’t look at me. I still cringe, and my face burns, even thinking about it. It did teach me an important lesson about life, though: if you’re going to do bad things, don’t shit on your own doorstep, and if you’re going to steal, make sure you don’t get caught. She taught me that, something I’ll forever be grateful for, and if she was looking down on me now, she’d say, ‘Get on with the story and stop being such a sentimental old tart. And clean up your room.’
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