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CHAPTER 1


I like to tell this story because it is true.


The place next to this bar used to be a chip shop, run by an Italian man called Masarella. He had a wife and two sons called Anthony and Paolo, who were about the same age as me, five or six. I don’t remember much about the two boys, except that I was playing with them one day on the path along the promenade when a car came up the main street and Anthony ran out in front of it, chasing a ball.


I knew he was going to die. I had a moment of terror, made absolute by the fact that I had kicked the ball he was chasing, too excited by the game to look where he was going. He had run out in front of the car so quickly that it couldn’t possibly swerve to avoid him; it was obvious that it was going to hit him.


But it didn’t hit him.


I am sitting here now, taking a slow drink of Guinness, in this bar called Cooney’s – it is still called Cooney’s. And I am still feeling some of the terror after all this time. The car slowed down and moved on, and there was Anthony, still alive. Not only was he not dead, he seemed hardly to have noticed what had happened. He just wanted to get on with the game of ball.


He would not have told his mother or father about it, and neither would the younger brother, Paolo, because I got the impression that his father had this intensity about him, as he worked away shovelling the chips into bags, taking in the money, getting it done. A hard-working, serious man, it seemed, a man who could get very angry.


So he almost certainly never knew how lucky Anthony had been, how lucky he himself had been that he hadn’t lost Anthony that day. And not knowing about all that was probably a good thing for him, in a lot of ways.


Because about six months later, when I came back to this place for another summer, Masarella’s chipper was gone. I heard my mother and father talking about it, how it turned out that the little Italian had been a bastard for poker. And how, one night on the far side of the town, in some all-night game, he had lost his business.


Again, that feeling of fear comes back to me. Though I was so young, still I was able to understand that something really terrible had happened. That a man who seemed to have such command over the forces of life had somehow let himself be destroyed by other men, due to some weakness inside him.


I did not know at the time that I would experience that fear for myself, way down the line. Sometimes it is good not to know things.


Because if Mr Masarella had eventually found out what had happened to Anthony that day, as a like-minded individual I can imagine him working it out something like this: yes, he had lost his livelihood in a game of cards. He had put himself and his family through a terrible thing but they were still with him. He had stopped gambling and they had moved to another town, where he started another chip shop, and it was doing well. He had even hardened himself against the desire to gamble, so convinced was he that he had no luck in that area, that the gods despised him.


But if he had learned somehow what had happened to Anthony, or what had not happened to Anthony, he would have realised that, in a certain way, he was actually a very lucky man. That the gods may have abandoned him at the poker table, but they had made up for it in such a beautiful way, with Anthony, that it might be time to look again at these matters of fate and fortune. To have another cut at it.


So I like to think that he never knew about that car missing his son, never knew about maybe the best thing that ever happened to him.


One thing he must have known: when he left the chip shop, they renovated it and extended it and turned it into an amusement arcade.


I worked there one summer. There may be some meaning to this, some deeper connection to be made between this early experience and my later decline, but if that was the case, I would probably have made it before this.


My mother was friendly with the people who ran the amusements, and they gave me a great job handing out change for the slot machines. I was about thirteen but I was so tall that I looked sixteen. I was mannerly too, which made me seem older. And I could get to the job in twenty seconds from the house across the road, a bad old place that we rented from some local woman who was too miserable to live in it herself and lived in a worse place somewhere out the country.


I had this office not much bigger than a telephone booth, with a big sign over the door saying ‘CHANGE’. I could lean back in the chair and put my feet up on the shelf, and I could listen all day to the jukebox playing ‘The Israelites’ by Desmond Dekker and ‘Can The Can’ by Suzi Quatro and ‘I’m Not In Love’ by 10CC, and I could watch the people working the one-armed bandits. It gave me a position in life, even a bit of authority.


It gave me a pound note a day, some of which I would put back into the slots, winning and losing. I don’t remember much about that part of it – I guess the slot-machine method of gambling is so fucking brainless it doesn’t really stay with you. I suppose I was bitter and frustrated and angry when I lost, elated when I got the triple cherries and won; there’s not much mystery to it. Tonight as I drink these slow, slow pints of Guinness on this black plastic seat, and any other night, I’m not really interested in exploring the origins of addiction. Because even if there are any, and you can actually name them in individual cases, it doesn’t matter to me anymore.


I’m all done, with explanations, with analysis, with judgement. The verdict is in and it is clear. I have lost in life, in every way that is relevant to normal people, and in their eyes, I won’t be coming back from there. So I am on my own now.


Still I remember things, even if I have no wish to invest them with any meaning, except to say that in some way, for reasons I don’t understand, they have stayed alive in my mind.


There was this big woman from Belfast who would come into the amusements every morning as soon as we opened the big doors, and who would stand there feeding a hundredweight of coins into the machines. Almost all the other people who came to the arcade have faded from my memory, but I can still see her there, remorselessly pumping all the change that I could give her into the slots, barely pausing to enjoy the occasional smash of the machine disgorging a jackpot.


I don’t think it was just her physical largeness that engaged me so much, and that has stayed with me. It was the way she went about it all with such calm determination, a kind of certainty that she exuded, the purity of her compulsion, the fact that, win or lose, she would never show any emotion.


I never knew who she was, except that she was one of many Northerners who used to come down to the village for a few weeks during the marching season. They would do a lot of drinking, but she did not drink, or smoke, or dance to the music of the bands in the pubs, or stand drunkenly respectful for the national anthem. She didn’t have much interest in being with other people, which itself impressed me, in a way that I didn’t understand back then.


Most of the time she wouldn’t even come to my door to load up with another few pounds’ worth of coins, she would just send some kid down.


Other people were all a bit mixed up; it seemed she had figured out what she wanted to do with her life, and she was doing it. I knew this, because those Northern kids, with their tank tops and their parallels and their Doc Martens, kept coming down to me with another pound note, and another, and another, their hands sticky with the candyfloss she bought for them, demanding 5p and 10p and 50p coins, which they would bring to her to feed the machines. And there must have been some of them who weren’t wearing the parallels and the boots, who were as nervous as I was in the presence of their friends, but I don’t remember them. I remember only the aggressive ones.


Those kids were hard. One of them was a thalidomide victim, who would just tag along with the others when they came to my window, until the day she came to me on her own, looking for change.


‘Two fifties,’ she said.


I froze, not knowing what to do with the pound note she had in her hand, which seemed to be just a part of her shoulder.


‘Take the fuckin’ thing, wee boy,’ she said.


I did as I was told, crushed in particular by the ‘wee boy’ – I figured she was younger than I was.


I replaced the pound note with the two fifties and she brought the money back to the big woman, who had no problem taking it from her and dispatching it.


As to where the big woman got the money in the first place, I have no idea and I don’t care. Maybe she only did this for two weeks of the year down south, before returning to her secure post in Belfast in the civil service. But I doubt it. She got that money somehow, and then she would make it her business to gamble it away, in the lowest form of all, the fruit machine.


Drinking my slow Guinness here, I go back there and I see myself, the tall, quiet boy with the good manners giving out the change, and I see her, this doomed woman who did not care what anyone thought of her, and I realise that the boy ended up losing more in one hour, in the depths of one night, than that woman could pump away in a thousand summers.


I go back there, not just because I am physically present in this place, but because I never really saw it properly before. I am seeing a lot more things in all their dimensions, now that my own life has stopped.


It is only getting through to me now, after all this time, that a woman who lived in a bungalow up the lane from this pub must have struggled with the weaker side of her nature and failed as surely as I have done. She seemed glamorous to me at the time: in the mind’s eye she is elegant in black, with a daughter called Angela, who was around my age and seemed to do most of the outdoor work, shopping and generally walking around. And though I never spoke to Angela, or she to me, I liked her.


I must have had some intuition that her life was difficult, because I liked her character as well as everything else about her. She seemed stoical, dutiful, making the best of what I sensed was a bad situation. Yes, I knew, at some boyish level, that something was wrong there. I even knew that her mother had male visitors, such as Cyril, who worked in the amusements. I knew that Cyril had problems with drink, that he’d received a terrible kicking in a fight outside a pub.


He rarely spoke to me as he did his work fixing the fruit machines and the jukebox. His silence I took as a mark of intelligence and self-possession. He had this great fistful of keys that he used to open the machines, and I respected him for this, for having skills with machinery that I knew were beyond me. So I didn’t really get it into my head until the other day, when I fell to thinking about those times, that Cyril was without doubt in an advanced stage of alcoholism, and that Angela’s mother was also addicted to whiskey and fags, and that on the night when I saw them coming out of a pub, supporting one another, like wounded soldiers, they were probably nearing the end of a very hard road.


Maybe it only really became clear to me on my way here tonight. Though I am regarded by a lot of people and by myself as a highly intelligent fellow, I am always being amazed by my own slowness about certain things, how I don’t get them until twenty years after they’ve happened, all the situations I misinterpret, and the actions I misconstrue, the incredible mistakes I have made without any feeling at the time that I was wrong.


Innocence you might call it, if you were being kind, but I had no right to be that innocent. So I am remembering these people, and the lousy hands they were dealt by the gods, and I have not yet had to cast my thoughts more than a few hundred yards away from where I am sitting now.


Across the road in that broken-down old house where we stayed, there was a small room at the top of the stairs that was permanently closed. It wasn’t locked, but there was some kind of a dresser blocking the door from the inside, which was a surer way of keeping the likes of me out of it – a child might find a key but he could never get through such a barricade. I know, because I tried. Not because I suspected anything in particular, but because my mother and father never talked about it, which I took as a signal that I should not ask about it.


But a sinister energy attracted me to that room from time to time, and I was curious. I didn’t want to go in there, but I didn’t not want to go in there either, not entirely. So a few times I gathered up my courage and I tried to push open the door, but it was impossible. It was several years later that I was in a pub at the other end of the village and the barman told me that a man had hanged himself in there. He couldn’t tell me who the man was, or what he did, or why he had hanged himself, though I don’t think he had any connection with our family, except that we started renting the house for the summer not long after he had killed himself, and we felt it appropriate to ignore everything about him.


I think about him sometimes. I know there was a skylight in that room, with a view of the sea. I wonder did he arrange it so that the last thing he saw was the sea?


And when I think of the various reasons why a man might hang himself back then, naturally I am drawn to my own area of expertise – could he have been a gambler devastated by his losses? Somehow it seems too join-the-dots, that image of the kid living in a house with a room specifically dedicated to denial. And then, of all the weaknesses available to him, he falls to the one which created that denial.


Too obvious, really. Which doesn’t mean it isn’t true.


My uncle Christy, who was some kind of half-qualified accountant or book-keeper and who stayed with us sometimes, went for a slower form of self-destruction, dying of drink-related diseases in the county hospital. He used to buy me 99s in a big shop at the other end of the village selling seaside stuff, beach balls and swimming hoops, and on these days he seemed like a sweet-natured man, though I realise now it was the naggins of whiskey that were getting him through it, helping him to endure the torment of trying to entertain a child. He was always wearing a suit.


And before I was born, my own father took the wrong turn, and never really found his way back. He married the wrong woman and, eventually, he told me about it. He told me that he loved this other woman before he met my mother, and that he broke it off with her by mistake. He had gone to work in Dublin for a while, driving a bus, and he’d heard that she was seen out walking with some other fellow back in the midlands. So he wrote her this letter, ending their relationship.


Turned out that his information was wrong.


He told me this when he was about seventy. We were drinking in the afternoon in this pub near the city centre where we would meet every few weeks. He would come up from the midlands on the bus and we would drink pints for a few hours and then he would get the bus back home. I could have afforded to get him a taxi at that time, I really wanted him to get a taxi, but he preferred the bus. He had been a busman, driving for CIÉ and then for a local bus company. I watched him going off that evening and I wondered what levels of Hell he had endured over the years, regretting his appalling mistake. But I was too engrossed in my own life at the time, really, to empathise.


Maybe he had wanted us to have a long conversation about it, but it seemed more that he wanted to place it on the record, just to share it. Just in case I found out later on, by mistake.


He didn’t say that the rest of his life had been diminished by it, though it must have been. He would never question the way that my own life had gone, or offer any advice, probably because he felt he was no great authority on the subject of life. And, anyway, I didn’t give the impression of a man who was in any need of advice, of a kindly, steadying father’s voice. I was a big shot, after all.


On the days when we would meet I would never feel any great unhappiness coming from him, though I see now that he probably just kept quiet about his fate, the way people did. He was not an obviously tragic individual. He had no addictions, though he did take me to race meetings, which turned out in the end to be unfortunate.


I found this old race card the other day, from the Phoenix Park. We went there a few times. As I turned the pages of the race card I was astounded at how much of it I remembered, the names of the horses, how the races had finished. I thought about the way my father would give me back whatever money I had lost on the horses, in the car on the journey home, and I wondered if that had been wise.


Coming back from Fairyhouse races one evening, in a pub full of punters reflecting on their day’s sport, he introduced me to my first bookmaker, one from our town called Walter Jackson. He seemed such an impressive old man to me, with his fine black overcoat and his three-piece pin-striped suit, the same Walter Jackson I had seen earlier at the track standing on a box with a white satchel full of money and emblazoned with his name – ah, those satchels used to make me long for some vaguely imagined future when I would be free, with my hands on great quantities of pound notes.


I remember, too, there must have been a big Gaelic match around that time, because Walter and my father were talking about various large bets that Walter had won on it, just private bets with friends. Walter said he’d been collecting cheques all week on the back of it, and when I asked some childish question about cheques, he took a few from the inside pocket of his overcoat to show me how it worked. My father went to the bar to get a round of drinks, while old Walter, with much earnestness, showed me a cheque for two hundred pounds only, a cheque for five hundred pounds only, a cheque for three hundred and fifty pounds only, which imparted to me an understanding of cheques, but also a deeper understanding that this was how men should live.


Maybe there is something too – not much, but something – in the recollection that not only did my father introduce me to my first bookmaker, he had already introduced me to card-playing, setting up games of pontoon, playing with matches and then with money. ‘Let’s make this a bit more interesting,’ he would say, when we started with the money.


Whatever happened to me, I don’t think I could ever blame it on my father. We got on tremendously well. And yet maybe I picked up some weakness from him, not in his liking for the horses and a game of cards, but something that started on the day he wrote the letter to that woman, some strain of misfortune that dictated that grievous error of his, and that somehow passed into my blood.


I never thought enough about this, I never wanted to think about it, because it seemed to bring a story of great sadness too close to my own small tale. I just found it hard to see myself in that broader scene of a man destroying his own happiness in an uncharacteristically careless episode.


But I was right in there anyway.


So it’s like all these catastrophes were happening around me, and I kept looking straight ahead, just thinking about the next thing. And when catastrophe came to me at last, I had no way of recognising it. That’s what I mean by innocence, I suppose, innocence bordering on unconsciousness. For a long time l never put it all together, not until I came back here.


I’d have another slow pint of Guinness now, my fourth, if I could afford it. But I actually haven’t got enough money in my pocket for another and, anyway, three is the perfect number for pints. It took me so long to understand that, another of those things that I did not understand for such a very long time. I would have the three but I could never leave it at that. I would forge on until I was drinking alcoholically most nights. Yet I found my way out of that particular hole, probably because the drink was never what is called my primary addiction. Especially when it started to interfere with the gambling, which for me was always the big show.


I am alone now in the bar on this Friday night in October. The barman is busy in the lounge where the respectable and the ambitious people of the village have always gone, leaving the plain bar to the likes of me and Bobby White.


Christ, I have become linked in my own mind with Bobby White, this poor dirty old fisherman who rarely caught any fish but would come here on dole day and sit on a high stool in the corner drinking bottles of stout. Nothing very bad ever happened to Bobby, except that he lived alone in poverty and squalor. He hardly had what you might call a life for it to be ruined. So any time I came in here as a child, delivering some message, the vibe I got from Bobby was one of contentment, even a modest sort of merriment. He would be chatting to the woman who owned the place as I hurried through. I suppose Bobby’s daytime drinking made him seem like a shift worker, except he hadn’t done the shift. His true position in life was not to work, but to sit on that high stool drinking bottles of stout. I can see him so clearly there, in his heavy black clothes; I can remember the smell of the stout that was so forbidding to me.


But I did not look down on Bobby. I did not look down on anyone with a low station in life. I was always looking up, to those who had more than I did, to friends who lived in houses that were not horrible, that were not embarrassing.


The woman who rented the house to us could never be persuaded that the place needed a bit of improvement, that everything in it felt about eighty years behind what it should be, that I couldn’t bring anyone into the house for fear that they might see this place from the Middle Ages, these people who lived in proper houses, which seemed beautiful to me.


My mother and father didn’t seem to understand that this made me feel inferior to all the middle-class people I knew, and as for themselves, they didn’t really care. They just said they were doing this mainly for me, because I had all these friends up here, and I understand now that even if the owner had been normal, and had told them they could fix up the place themselves, they probably didn’t have the money.


I probably even understood that back then, renting this place as it was, cheap though it must have been, could be regarded as an extravagance for a busman – they also rented the television, into which I would stare all day at the treasures of the BBC and ITV, which I did not have at home, noting that even the poor characters in English sitcoms seemed to be living in nicer places than this, confirming to me that I had been born into this lower class. That there were certain things to which I was not entitled, and that this was ordained by Nature, no matter how much money I would eventually make, and how much I would lose.


And even now I would say that one of the reasons I am going down, when a lot of others should be going down with me, is that I was not connected to the right people – or, at least, I was not connected to them for long enough.


I count the coins in my pocket, and I reckon I have less money now, in this world, than Bobby White had with which to have a drink, and to have a bet. Yes, after everything, I am still betting.


There will be no redemption for me, just a true acceptance of what I am. Acceptance, at least, by myself.


And I’m only living like Bobby White in certain ways.


Funny thing, but when I worked in the amusements, I would be sent out the back to the mobile home in which Cyril lived, to get him to come in and fix a machine. I thought that that mobile home was beautiful, as beautiful as every other home that was not my own. I would open the door and Cyril would be sitting there in deep silence, watching one of the daytime programmes, Crown Court or Emmerdale Farm or some black-and-white movie like Whisky Galore!, and it would seem wrong to drag him away from this lovely situation to the racket of the machines.


The amusements have now been replaced by a tourist information centre. I am living now, at the other side of the village, in a mobile home.


I will step out into the night, then, and walk along the promenade.


In my mind it is not October, it is July, always July, and it is still bright. It is not quiet: it is busy with young people hanging around in groups, with grinning boys queuing for chips at the window of McCoubrey’s café here on the main street, and girls with their hair still wet coming out of the swimming pool carrying their rolled-up towels, everyone somehow knowing their place in the summer evening parade.


I had my place, too, looking at them all through the bars on the side window of our place. Which is not as bleak as it sounds. The bars were needed not for burglars but because the house stood on its own on that side of the street, next to the car park, and when there was a really big crowd in the village on a Sunday, people would lean against the walls and the windows. Some barrier was needed, I guess, to stop them turning their attention to our place, when they were drunk.


There was nothing to keep out the noise of the Northerners talking and arsing around, having their burgers and chips and their cans of Harp on those hot days when the tar was melting on the road, having their few hours of release until it was time to get on board the Ulsterbus again, and go back across the border to the riots and the car bombs. I can still hear them now, cracking away as I sat in our place with the curtains drawn on a sunny Sunday afternoon, watching The Big Match or The Golden Shot.


I can hear the music from the amusements above it all, on those big days when the jukebox would be connected to a loudspeaker and the records could be heard all over the village. They were slow to get new records in, so I knew every song on that jukebox because I heard them all the time, and I knew most of the numbers assigned to them – A1 was ‘Rocket Man’ by Elton John, A2 was ‘That’s The Way (I Like It)’ by KC and the Sunshine Band, A3 was ‘Everything I Own’ by Ken Boothe, A4 was ‘Get It On’ by T. Rex – but the one that is always in my head is ‘Young Girl’ by Gary Puckett & The Union Gap.


Which isn’t some illusion on my part. It’s not as if my memory has selected that sound as the only one, blocking out the many other records that blared out of the amusements. That song really was in the air much more than any other, in that place, in that time. The obvious explanation is that somebody was crazy about that song, and they kept playing it for years after it had originally been released, but it seemed to go beyond that: it seemed that after several summers the song had become a natural part of the atmosphere, that it was meant to be blasted out into the open air just like this. Again, I’m pretty slow, so it took me a long time to grasp that ‘Young Girl’ is about a guy feeling down because he’s discovered that his lover is below the age of consent. But I really don’t think anyone paid much heed to that, even if they got it. You couldn’t break it down into individual parts, and you still can’t take it back.


I am walking along this promenade a thousand years later, on a dead autumn night, and still I can hear Gary Puckett & The Union Gap caught in that great moment of crisis, pouring it all out. I am not hearing something that no longer exists, fooling myself, escaping into the past the way the Northerners used to escape down here. I feel that I am not wrong: it is the quietness tonight, the deadness, that is wrong.


That music is actually more alive to me now than it was then, because it has stayed in the air somehow, touching my soul. I am not depending on someone else to put it on, it comes on automatically.


These memories appear to me like the offerings on some advertising channel, presenting images to me that I can see, and hear, and which connect me to powerful feelings. But it is not some outside agency that is choosing these images, it is some force inside me, bringing all these things to my mind, not in the exact way that they happened but as something stronger, as clues to a higher understanding. They speak to me of my abandonment, of being excluded from a remembered paradise. And they remind me, too, that that is the fate of everyone.


It is breaking my heart, that song, but I am devouring it, gorging on the music of my youth, and all that it promised. Yes, I believe that everybody does this, that this is just another of the things I didn’t understand when I should have done. When finally we grasp the full dimensions of our experiences, we just throw away that moment of supreme enlightenment in this lamenting for our lost years. We don’t realise that when we were fifteen we were already lost, that things were no better for us in the past, because even when we were kids we were chasing some remembered paradise. By some illusion it always seemed ahead of us then, at the next party, in the next bottle or the first blast of a cigarette, but deep down we must have known it was already gone.


So there is only the present moment, informed by whatever has happened to us in other such moments. I am hearing ‘Young Girl’ in my head now, tonight, not on some night a thousand years ago.


I am starting to sing it, as I walk along this deserted promenade. I am not afraid to sing it: I am giving it full voice. There’s a sense of drama in the song that suits a good, loud rendition. In an earlier part of my life, I would have been embarrassed to do this; now I remember hearing men singing on this street as they walked past my old bedroom in the early hours, men drunk enough not to care what anyone thought of them. I am not drunk but I am still singing.


I am passing another pub about halfway up the main street, a place that used to be run by a guy called Gerry, who had left his wife and children to have an affair with a woman called Louise, who, in turn, had left her husband and children.


I was in my early twenties and just visiting the village for a few days, when I called in to this pub on a winter’s night, to find that there were candles on all the tables. The electricity had been cut off: they couldn’t pay the bills because nobody came to the pub anymore. They had transgressed, and they had been ostracised.


I went up to the bar and ordered a pint of Guinness from Gerry, a man I didn’t know. He was older than me, about the same age then as I am now. He said he could only give me a bottle because the pumps didn’t work. I took the bottle and sat there in the candlelight, in front of the fire. They had lit a fire.


And then Louise came down to sit at the bar. She had a gin and tonic. They talked, just about ordinary things, it seemed, no dramatics. They were grown-up, middle-aged people, who had made this enormous decision, which had turned them into outsiders. Yet they did not move to another town. They did not close the door and hide. I felt there was something heroic about that.


I do not know what happened to them. I do not know if they were happy that they had made the right decision, regardless of the difficulties, or miserable for the rest of their lives. I do not know if one or other of them had been abused in their marriage or if they had been abusers or what. I do not know if they had found a wonderful sense of peace with each other, or if they were just a couple of alcoholics hanging on to one another, going to the bad. Or a bit of all of these things mixed together.


I just saw them that night, sitting in the candlelight, talking quietly. Like my father, each of them had married the wrong person but, unlike him, they had given themselves another shot at it. If you’ve got about a hundred years to spare, you can add it all up and tell me who came out ahead there.


No, I am not drunk but I am still singing. Maybe some kid is lying in bed listening to me now, making noise on the street and what does it matter? I am just some galoot, and soon I will be gone.




CHAPTER 2


A mobile home feels right for the man who is going down. I am not talking about one of those grand mobile homes that rich Irish people used to maintain in the years when I moved among them, but the sort that I am living in now. An old caravan, really, that has been on this site at the top of the village for a long time, a thing we bought when it was already old, to keep up some sentimental attachment to this place.


It was never meant to be anyone’s primary residence, but it’s mine now. It’s an odd thing but since I moved back here, and set myself up in this caboose, I have started to remember stories of other men who somehow put themselves beyond the embrace of normal society and ended up living in a mobile home, stories to which I did not give much attention at the time – but I am thinking of them now. I can think of at least three of these men who were quite well known: a revered traditional musician, a campaigner for the legalisation of cannabis, a brilliant writer from Galway who went mad, men who probably didn’t care much for respectable ways of living in the first place. Or just big-time con artists like me, waiting to be put into jail.


There is something about the impermanence of it that suits us. We don’t have much to plan for; we have tried to live like normal people and it went all wrong, so we just want to be left alone now, supping cheap cans of lager and looking deep into the blue flame of the Super Ser.


It was a Super Ser that heated the television room in the old place, too, so I have only to flip that black switch on the gas cylinder and I am thirteen again, thirteen now, thirteen for all time, except I don’t have to go back to school in September.


But I have homework to do, of a kind. And I’m trying to avoid getting started on it this morning, though my solicitor will be here soon and he will be expecting something from me.


He wants me to start writing things down. He says that a confession written in a suitable tone of remorse might influence the judge. He wants me to see a counsellor. He says that that would look good, too, when it comes to sentencing. He wants me to go to meetings of Gamblers Anonymous.


He is coming here even though it’s a Saturday, because he feels that what needs to be done probably cannot be accomplished within office hours. His name is James Hamilton, and I think he may be a good man.


I have not been helping him. I am not bothering to do any of the stuff he’s asking me to do; I am not taking his good advice; I am being short with him.


It is a fault of mine, being short with people who are doing some service for me. I have even lost friends due to my attitude to waiters and barmen, but I don’t seem to be able to do anything about it. I don’t like it in myself, but it just comes out of me, this need to insist to a waiter in a pretty unpleasant tone of voice that, for example, I really don’t want coleslaw, that it’s not all right for them just to give me coleslaw anyway because ‘If you don’t want it you don’t have to eat it.’ I don’t want coleslaw so don’t give it to me.
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