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This is Goodbye Mr Rat: one of two glitzy baubles – generously stuffed with the choicest, rustiest nails, lacquered with dread, and compressed to the point of detonation.


Enjoy Goodbye Mr Rat, in which a girl from northern Indiana travels to rural Ireland; where, as she bids a friend farewell, she meets malign misfortune.


Also available is Hello Mr Bones, in which an evil puppet master and his flotilla of fiends reacquaint two reformed souls with the demons they thought they had defeated.




For Jon Riley







The night broke bloody in the quivering, pre-dawn mist, with the cry of the curlew coming eddying through the trees.


Thus wrote the great Mr Double-You-Bee Yeats of Sligo, when he wasn’t fretting over swans or his responsibility for the mayhem of 1916 – or that ‘terrible beauty’, as he was wont to call it.


I guess it might come as a surprise to certain people when they hear that quite a lot of us had actually read the myopic old josser in prison, figuring it connected us to the high end of art and history or something like that. Way back in the glory days of liberation and romantic insurrection, yeah, those happy-go-lucky Baader-Meinhof Red Brigade seventies and eighties, when I found myself a resident of that bleak grey compound they called The Maze, along with a considerable number of my republican comrades. Or ‘terrorists’, I guess, if that’s what you’d prefer.


We were often persuaded to try our hand at the writing game too. With one reason being that it took our minds off the appalling conditions and another that it fitted in with the way we saw ourselves. As something special, I guess, to be honest – incorruptible defenders in a long noble line of unrepentant stalwarts. Or some similar line of fanciful self-delusion.


Then as soon as the dirty protest got into gear, trying our best to look like Jesus Christ himself, if you don’t mind. Our O.C. at the time, an ascetic lanky beanpole by the name of Jimjoe White, had even in recent times begun to sound not unlike him, pacing the wet concrete yard like a Monsignor, dispensing nuggets of would-be revolutionary wisdom.


—Just remember, he said, that we will always have truth on our side. Semper et in aeternum.


That was the best advice he could give us, he said.


—Let that be your guide at all times, comrades.


Then, sometime late on in the year 1980, I started to become aware that he was showing a particular interest in me. Which made me a little uncomfortable, to say the least – for there had always been something unsettling about his gaze. Fancied himself as a bit of a scholar, did old Jimjoe. One time when he was walking in front of me, I actually heard him saying this: A frightful fiend doth close behind him tread, laughing while he was doing it, whatever it was he found funny about Coleridge. Not that I knew it was Coleridge, not at the time – I had to look it up later, to tell the truth. I could see the Letters of Seneca sticking out of his pocket. Oh yes, a very learned fellow was our O.C. Jimjoe White.


—Ecce veritas, he said another day, looking over at me with a smile, turning to the others as he gave the side of his nose a little tap.


—Seneca was tutor and later adviser to Emperor Nero, did you know that, Gabriel?


I shook my head. What was he on about?


—But what did he do, didn’t the poor fellow go and get himself accused of complicity in the Pisonian conspiracy to assassinate his employer!


*


I can’t remember making any response. Locked inside my own private world, I guess. I’ve always been a bit like that, introverted. Before I met Beni Banikin, anyway. In that way, I guess, she changed my life. Although I can imagine some people – some of my former colleagues, for sure – having one or two things to say about that.


—It was all he could manage to get, a gay woman. Well if that don’t motherfucking beat all!


Or maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe I’m just imagining that they’d say it. Prison can make you paranoid that way.


Anyway, all of this happened back in the 1980s – when I, like so many others, had committed myself to the freedom of Ireland and the ultimate overthrow of the British imperialist murder machine, as we called it. Being more than prepared, like so many of my friends, if I had to, to lay down my life, in service of the principles of honour, truth and justice.


That, believe it or not, was the way I felt – and, even after everything that’s happened, it still holds true to this very day.


Beni always said that that was what she admired most about me.


—You can be the most exasperating man, she said, but at least I can say this – you know where you stand with Gabriel King.


It was a nice thing to hear, and when she said it – it was in the Trans Am when we were parked in Cincinnati, smoking some draw as we stared at the pines – and it was all I could do not to grab her right there and kiss her.


Beni was a writer too – and a good one. Although maybe not so much in the beginning. She’d had all sorts of problems with her confidence in those days, when I met her first in the early 1990s, when I was working in a bar called Rory’s in Queens. She used to come in there with her friend Mia Chiang, and another guy, a lecturer, a Scottish bloke by the name of Gartland. I gradually got to know the three of them over time. Terry Gartland was knowledgeable, I’ll give him that – but he knew fuck all about the Irish struggle. Too much fucking Yeats, I used to tell him. He used to give lectures in the New York Public Library. Mia Chiang was waitressing at the time – before eventually securing a break, off-Broadway. About which more later. For I want to go back to Mr Coleridge ‘Seneca’ White.


He was standing looking over at me another day when we were walking the circle – before standing right in front of me – sucking his teeth, with his arms folded, smiling. It irritated me deeply.


—What’s your fucking problem? I said, like what I’m saying is – what the fuck are you looking at, Jimjoe?


He didn’t say anything – just looked at the ground. Then up he comes with this great big smile. What the Americans would call a shit-eating grin.


—The Dog’s only foolin’, he said with a twinkle.


That was his nickname back in the day. We used to call him ‘The Dog’.


I could hear my heart beating as light drops of rain began falling. Now his smile was barely there at all.


—A frightful fiend doth close behind him tread, he said softly. You heard me saying that, didn’t you?


—The big scholar, I replied as I matched his grin. Coleridge.


—Coleridge. That’s right.


He placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder and said he was only having a laugh.


—It’s certainly not because I’m trying to tell you something.


He flicked a spit onto the wet concrete.


—I mean why would I do that?


—Search me, I said, fucked if I know, Dog, I’m afraid.


He shook his head vehemently.


—No you don’t have to worry about anything, he continued, far from being untrustworthy, anyone who knows him can tell that Gabriel King is the very embodiment of reliability. Unimpeachable, that’s what I would say.


He patted me mischievously on the cheek and then began to walk away slowly.


—Truth’s sacred keeper – that would be you. Veritas Gabriel. A sweet little angel born without guile.


Looking back on it now, what seems extraordinary is that Gartland and White – they had so much in common, in this sense – that, initially – we had gotten along literally like a house on fire. Until things started to change – don’t ask me how. But I guess that’s the way.


’81 was a hard year for everyone. None of us knew if we’d even survive gaol – we just kept going from one day to the next. But I could have been doing without White’s relentlessly provocative mutterings, whatever the fuck was wrong with him. I was walking the circle when – Jesus Christ! – there he was again. Pressing his lips against my ear, whispering.


—I’m pretending to be your lover, he snorted. I hope I didn’t give you a fright!


Then he started to talk about Seneca.


—Among the evils of the time, Gabriel – especially during the reign of Titus – were the prompters. Oh, yes – the whisperers and approvers who had long been given free reign. But do you know, I wonder, what happened to them in the end?


He tapped his foot, remaining motionless throughout. Before continuing in a hesitant, measured tone:


—Some were taken to the Forum and beaten, others exhibited to their shame in the arena.


For some reason – possibly because I really was beginning to loathe his obduracy – I found myself in a state of discomfort even more extreme than usual. Which still had not abated when I looked up and saw that he had gone.


Like I say, he was similar to Beni’s friend T.J. Gartland. Who seemed to have been fine until Beni had become successful with her play. In which, of course, he had had a hand. In fact, before meeting him, I don’t think she had known very much about Yeats. Certainly not Noh plays. Which he was always banging on about. I remember, in fact, on one occasion him actually saying:


—Are you sure about that? I don’t think that’s factually accurate, Gabriel.


Referring to something I’d said about Angola. All I can say is I was annoyed at the time – but, on account of Beni, didn’t bother making a fuss.


—Screw him, was all I said.


He looked like a second-hand fucking Willie Nelson.


I didn’t see much of Jimjoe during the hunger strikes – indeed, like all of us, I didn’t see much of anything during the hunger strikes, maddened and completely blinded by grief as I was. Then, out of nowhere, he resumed, I suppose, what you might call his ‘campaign’. Addressing Pearse Gavigan, aka ‘The Farmer’, in a loud voice – clearly for my benefit.


—Pearse, I heard him say, did you ever hear about Seneca and his plot? It wasn’t just any ordinary conspiracy, you know – but a multilayered manouevre that Nero got to hear of. Which was why he ordered the man to kill himself.


As Dog White knew well, Pearse The Farmer didn’t care all that much for conspiracies. Nope, doodly-squat as the Texans say. Which is why he just sighed, then shrugged and looked away. Dreaming of one day going home to the valley and smoking some dope listening to his hero Phil Lynott. Yeah, to the great Philip Lynott of the rock band Thin Lizzy knocking more blistering heavy metal tunes out of his axe, miles away from Her Majesty’s Prison or anywhere else. You could see it written all over his face – as he imagined himself joining Phil Lynott in a solo. As Jimjoe White just kept on looking.


There can be few sensations to compare with that of being watched and I soon found myself afterwards becoming somewhat preoccupied with shadows and sudden noises – muffled footfalls, distant talking voices. And, to tell the truth, what I began to long for more than anything was the cessation of these persistent, thinly veiled hostilities. But it wasn’t over yet. I arrived back in my cell to find a note waiting.


—Being so interested in literature, I thought you might like this little piece. It’s from Paradise Lost, Milton’s masterpiece about His Eminence, Morning Star.




Beware of the foul and devilish


engin’ry of your heart, Mr King.





—You’ve thrown your lot in with the ultimate traitor, Gabriel. However, there may still be time to exonerate yourself, he had added.


Whatever the fuck that was supposed to mean.


*


We’d dream about America as we lay there, tapping out messages – sending our hopes and deepest yearnings in Morse code along the pipes.


—One thing you never try is to put one over on the Iron Valley Boys! you’d hear Donal Givney bawling. And then he’d start into it, narrating this crazy fantastic movie that he’d dreamed – in which the three of us ‘motherfuckers’ were set to return to our home place as heroes. There was no one to touch him when it came to making up that movie bullshit. And it kept us going – no, it really did. As he described every scene of Return to The Meadowlands – along with every single shrub that grew on the slopes of Big Iron Mountain, and along the shore of the lake where we’d spent our childhood.


—Fifteen years and we’re out of here – we’re gone! you’d hear Gavigan roaring, thumping the wall.


Finally, in the end we had forged a pact – that as soon as we got out we’d buy a heap and travel to America.


—Make it a Trans Am, Givney shouted, scorch the asphalt right across country!


—Coast to coast, all the fucking way!


—Burn rubber, yuh sumbitches! Here we come! The Valley Boys – they are on the road!


And it was in honour of that pledge I eventually made the trip – with Beni Banikin, all the way across America. Just as far as we could go.


The Farmer was always getting things wrong. Singing ‘Judas King’ to the lyrics of a Thin Lizzy song – instead of ‘Eunice King’ – which was, of course, the actual name. I had always been on the verge of pointing that out to him, but never had the heart when I’d see him in full flight – complete, as always, with invisible guitar.


Not that the infelicity appeared to bother our commanding officer a great deal, however. Utilising the malapropism to significant effect, as he saw it – resourceful fellow that he was.


—So, then – how is Judas today? was what he said – and I really do feel, at this point, that I have to acknowledge that in those latter days in the prison my resentment towards Dog White had deepened to such an extent that it was difficult to restrain myself from actually striking him.


—Not many of us lucky enough to have a song composed about us – are we, Gabriel?


I decided it was prudent and wise to attempt to make no response of any kind. As he emitted what I can only describe as a lungless laugh – and again was gone.


Not that he was finished with me or anything, as I was to discover later on that evening, when yet another note was pushed underneath my cell door. A cold dew formed on my forehead as I read it.


—Goodbye, Mr Rat. Ultinam viscos tuos canes inferni fucking edeant.


May the dogs of hell devour your fucking entrails.


*


But whatever discord might have existed between myself and Dog White, it made little difference to the men who were dying, as the appalling horror of the hunger strikes continued unabated. Donal Givney made it as far as fifty days and it really was tragic – really and truly awful when he passed. But I don’t think I can remember a time when solidarity in the gaol had ever been stronger. With even signs of our difficulties subsiding – between White and me, I mean. With hostilities, or so it seemed, at least temporarily suspended. In fact, now that I think of it, I can actually remember him saying:


—It’s gonna be OK, old friend. You don’t have anything to worry about now at all.


As, to a man, we all fell to our knees and prayed for the repose of the soul of our revered comrade. Whose devastated body had finally given out. I didn’t manage to get a wink of sleep that night, dreaming of touring America in the Trans Am, approaching The Meadowlands, our name for the south, as The Farmer wildly waved a joint – slapping the hood, ecstatic that at last we’d done it.


—Yup, the Iron Valley Boys have made it to the Happy Land!


Except that we never did make it, did we – to The Meadowlands or anywhere else, at least not together. Being as most of my comrades were dead, thanks to Margaret Thatcher and the intransigence of the British government. But one thing wasn’t going to happen, and that was the first thing I decided when I got out – that the pact we’d forged would never be forgotten. But how different, I couldn’t help thinking, was the actuality of what we had imagined, when we lay there constructing The Meadowlands from our bunks. During those long, bereft, interminable prison nights, at the end of which we discovered that we’d pretty much lost everything that we’d fought for. And, worst of all, that nobody much cared. So that was it then – far from being a hero of Iron Valley, the returning valiant Irish rebel, I was just another burnt-out revolutionary, spending most of the day at the bar. Along, of course – with some of the best and noblest friends anyone was ever likely to know having been taken from me. Bitter? How could you not be?


*


And yet somehow, those of us who did survive, we all in our varying ways came through it. Having sustained what by any standards was a monumentally exhausting struggle. And one which ultimately saw some members of the movement – with my old friend Dog White being among them – elected to enter mainstream politics. Which he had never regretted, he told me later on, on an occasion when we’d all met for a reunion in a border roadhouse, name of Mickey’s Bar.


—Slán, my former commanding officer had finally said, bidding me goodbye on that final occasion, when I told him I’d got my visa for America. With us both acknowledging – we had actually embraced – that whatever might have happened between us, it now belonged entirely and irrevocably to the past.


—Hopefully, I remembering him saying, we will be the very last band of volunteers to have to do it – act out their generation’s nightmare of history.


We had all been there that night in Mickey’s – Bobby Owens, the Bonners – all of us who’d been in the cages together. They were sad to see me go, they said. And I guess, myself, I too had to wipe a tear away.


—I’ll say hello to The Meadowlands for you, I told them, and after that I just turned and walked away.


I even left my old Esther behind – the girl I’d been with on and off over the years. But the truth was I just had to get out of the valley. To honour the pledge and clear my head by just travelling. Wherever the road would take me, I said. To my old buddies the Bonners and a number of others. All of us who had soldiered together, directed magnificently, whatever our differences, by the legendary Jimjoe White, ‘The Dog’ – commanding officer of the Mid-Ulster Brigade of the Provisional IRA throughout the whole of the 1970s and ’80s – right up until the end of the war.


I was all choked up as I got the bus right out of the valley. With the song ‘Ashes of Love’ still ringing in my ears, to which I had been jiving with Esther McCaul – almost till the dawn broke, if memory serves correctly.


—This is truly the end of the conflict, Dog had said, and whatever they might say, we fought a good fight. And you were among the best of them, Gabriel, a chara.


*


That was where I left them, catching the bus at the bottom of Iron Mountain, promising to return one day. And which I’m doing now – unfortunately in a can. Or should I say a polished copper urn.


Which isn’t exactly what I had intended. But there’s an irony there which I must admit I find amusing. ‘Ashes of Love’, you know? Although I can’t admit to actually loving Esther – she could be a right bitch, to actually tell you the truth. Even if I’d probably done so once. And passionately. But we were only kids – things burn out, they die. Is that not what the fucking song’s about?


We all die some time. And then we come home in a jar to Iron Mountain.


Now how on earth did that come about? Well, after my diagnosis with prostate cancer, I decided just to be straight with Beni, to tell her the truth. Although it took two naggins of vodka to get me to do it.


—I can’t say how long exactly, I told her, it might be a year or it could be eighteen months. Either way I’ve bought the farm.


Like the Texans say when you get the news that you’re fucked.


—I want you to take my ashes home, I told her.


And that was how it started, I guess. Our own personal journey across country to The Meadowlands. She’d been born in Indiana, and we’d been friends now for some years, after meeting around the bars of Queens – long before, of course, she got famous. For which she gave me some kind of credit, even if Gartland wasn’t convinced. Or didn’t seem to be. She’d been talking about writing for years and had even attempted a kind of verse play about my experiences. But it wasn’t until The Night Visitor that she really hit the mark. By doing what I’d advised her – drawing directly from her own life – when she’d practically been raped by some Southern bastard in a flat in Queens. The success had come right out of the blue – after her and Mia had put it on in a loft, a tiny place. T.J. Gartland – or should I say, New York City’s preeminent authority on Irish history and poetry – had taken it upon himself to direct. Then, out of nowhere, it had become a resounding success. Before ending up, for Christ’s sake, on Broadway!
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