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        And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

        Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

        
          
            W.B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’
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              Bonnie, August 1996
            

          

        

      

      Apologies for the speed, up front, from the start. But big hurry is upon me. Great hurry. For I am to be born. Right now. No joke. No feckin joke, as Dadda Jay might say. Or just, like, totally, totally, as Momma Shauna might add. But she won’t add, Right now, because right now, as the soon-to-be Bonnie of a Dadda Jay and a Momma Shauna, I am, right now, to be honest, I am crowning.

      Shheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeshhhhhhhh! she says, Momma Shauna says, as I, and she, and we together push like crazy, from inside and out, both beating blood together, her thumpety-thump and my wuchoo-wuchoo-wuchoo, pushing my greasy noggin to the edge of the world and through a skin stretch that’s nothing less than rippy, teary, burny red and makes Momma Shauna go Shheeeeeshhh through her teeth, but not Jesus, or Fuck, or Shit, or screamy gimme some drugs, gimme some drugs, like they do in the fillums when the mommies-to-be, all hot and wet and angry faces, scream out fuck and shit and try to punch the daddies-to-be, to make sure that the fillums are funny for all.

      But no, Momma Shauna, brave and strong, four-floored in the bedroom, hands and knees style, on rich cream carpet with old undersheet cover to catch birthy splatlets and baby driplets, she just says, hot head against mattress edge, she just says, Sheeeesshhh through her teeth, as I crown, and as rippy, teary, burny red opens and parts, opens and parts, and licks soft afternoon air on the tippy top of my greasy grey noggin.

      And I know in my soul that Dadda Jay is scared. As scared as Momma Shauna is brave and strong. Scared and alone, standing and barking, holding ringback in hand, then crouching on cover-sheet carpet with us. And no feckin doula, as Dadda Jay says, with such anger, such fear.

      No feckin doula! Should’ve got a real midwife! Said it all along! Every second of the way! No feckin doula! Call waiting, me arse!

      And I want to say, Be not afraid, like they do in the good book, like Dadda Jay’s Momma Dee read to him, soft and kissy, sing-songy, to him, when he was big-eyed and small. And her, all whisper warm and cuddle close, jumper tight, and going bible crazy and giant land-crack Jesus this, and Armageddon death-wave that, but always be not afraid, be not afraid, and her own eyes liddy with love-tears, and be not afraid, me auld segosha.

      Doula, me arse! I’m calling the ambulance!

      Momma Shauna says, Please! Jay! Please! It’s not in the birth plan!

      Feck the birth plan!

      Jay! Nooooo!

      And she means it, and she grits, and she digs nails, mattress deep, while he kneels beside her. Eyes terror wide.

      Shheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeesh!

      Inside she pushes, so brave and so strong, a huge rushy-red push that squeezes my half crown to full crown. Then stop. Head out and hanging, outside for first, in the soft summer-world air, while body, my Bonnie body, stays tight, tight and fixed for sure, in the crush of inside.

      And I know that I, my head, lolling out of skin stretch with body tummy crushed inside, I am death grey to the world. Alive, just about, but not looking good right now. Like totally freakin crazy in a not-good way, as Momma Shauna might say.

      But Momma Shauna, still four-floored and mattress-gripping, reaches down, low beneath, love-tapping, spider-light, all around my lolling, metal-grey, death head.

      Love-giddy, she cries, What’s she like? What’s she like?

      Dadda Jay, at the action end, looks at me, at my grey metal noggin, with eyes ripped terror wide in panic. Be not afraid.

      A pause. A breath held. Mine and Momma Shauna together. Then …

      She’s beautiful, he says. She’s really beautiful.

      And reach goes his hand, finger-twining Momma’s, and together gently, hand cupping together, my head they hold, hands cupped together, with such tears and such tenderness that shamed am I for not yet knowing this precious warmth, this ancient strength, this now and forever, this Momma Dadda love.

      But the big one is coming, and it’s starting to show.

      Sheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeshhhhhh!

      The big one. Big red. Final red. Building pressure behind me. Inching me forward, for the final body whoosh, from tummy crush to summer world.

      Jesus, fuck, goes Dadda Jay.

      What? yelps Momma Shauna.

      Dadda Jay has seen the cord. The cord, double wrapped, a slither-tight purple scarf.

      Jesus, fuck. The cord! The fucking cord!

      But Momma Shauna is, like, totally, totally, like soooo not worried.

      Normal! she says, not to panic, not to panic. Just pull it off! Over the head! Before the contraction!

      And fuckin what the fuckin what! is Dadda Jay, with terror eyes and screamy thoughts! The fuckin what?

      My heart, body crushed in tummy heat, is now doused in pain, and, fuckin shit, going wuckity-choo wuckity-choo, instead of wuchoo-wuchoo-wuchoo. And Momma Shauna, my Momma Shauna, so brave, so strong, is saying normal to Jay, to calm Jay, and normal again, and no worries to Jay, but my heart-pain is dousing, and fuckin the what, the wuckity-choo.

      Oh Jeeeeesus! The fuckin, the fuckin, the feckin, the fuckin! Dadda Jay screaming and finger-digging the cord, the slithery scarf, while trying not to scrape Momma Shauna’s rippy, teary, burny bits.

      And pull it! my momma says.

      And I can’t, Jay says, tiger tight, it is, fuckin the shit, around the neck, and while we’re at it, she’s grey as fuck, and I’m worried, I’m worried!

      All normal! Now pull it! Pull hard! Before Shheeeeeesh, contraction, comes. Pull it off!

      More digging, finger scrapes, and slither scarf yanked an inch only, because tiger tight like you wouldn’t believe, and Dadda Jay doing tug-o-war yank, and Momma Shauna screams, yelps, Oh fuck, that’s torn it, something within, womb deep within, where red rushy blood comes roaring down around me, yummy hot, turning me into a big rushy-red head, red fountainhead.

      Oh fucking mother of good fuck! Dadda Jay shoots backwards across carpet, half covered, half caught, in red-splattered cover sheet.

      Momma Shauna, no calm, no more, says we’re ripped, inside. And worse still, sheeeeeeeshhhh, the final contraction is here, she can feel it now, gushing from womb within, big red rush, past Bonnie head, on rich carpet cream, while wuckity-choo is painy and sore, and painy and slow. And I know in my soul, with my tiger-tight cord, that bad is the end, the early end, for bad baby Bonnie, and in bad rush of red the end is right now.

      Be not afraid.

       

      And yet.

       

      
        
           

          Sunday, 5 August 1990

          Dear Mammy,

          I am writing this to say sorry about the big fight, and to let you know that I am grand. As you probably guessed, I am in London. After all the shcales through the years from Auntie Maudie at Christmas hoolies about the fur coats, the jewellery, the big tippers and all the feckin city streets paved with the gold of happiness, prosperity and unlimited human ambition, it seemed like the obvious place to go.

          I couldn’t find a single trace of her, hide nor hair, on either Hemstal, Dynham or Cotleigh Roads, although this seriously decent landlady who comes from Castlerea, a big round wan of a thing, called Finula, a bit like moody Una Houlihan from Grey’s hardware, but without the mini-moustache, let me have a room near by, as long as I could pay the deposit and a month’s rent in cash, up front, which I did, with the savings that I took out from Drury’s post office on the morning after the big fight, when I ran off for ages and you were all worried and crying in your hospital bed in Sligo Town, drugged up to the nines, waving your stump around, bawling your heart out to Fr Francis, worried for me and where I was, and how I was, and how I had reacted to your big showpiece demo, and asking him if I was ok in myself, with yourself and with the big news, when, unbeknown to you, and the father, and the whole feckin lot of them, I was actually sorting out me ferry ticket in Egan’s.

          Anyway, as I say, I am sorry for the pain.

          Finula’s trying her best to be my adopted Mammy, and made a big to-do about my age, and me being a right baby-faced chisler, and wasn’t satisfied that I was nineteen-nearly-twenty until she held my passport in her hand. She says that we all have to stick together over here, especially at the moment, because of all the brouhaha and the bombings and the so-called renewed campaign, and that she knows a little ginger fella from Cashel, County Tipperary, who wandered over Earls Court way last month, on the same sunny day that the ’RA blew a massive hole in the visitors’ bog of the Stock Exchange and brought the whole city to a big sweaty and angry standstill, and that the little fella got dragged into the jacks of some mouldy pub opposite the tube and was beaten senseless by a load of other fellas in red braces, nice shoes and proper city clothes, who said that they were fed up with all the micks in London who were ruining life here for all the non-micks and that we were all just a load of horse-killing, burger-bombing bastards. Finula says that she’s going to put her ‘feelers’ out, and see if she can’t get me a decent sweep-up gig on the sites.

          And don’t try to send Claps, or The Fox, or Mickeleen, or any one of that snickering, sneering booze-sodden Strandhill crew after me. I am doing fine. Being looked after, grand. I made myself spaghetti bolognese tonight, but with onions instead of meat, and Ragú instead of sauce. And I will write as soon as I get a job, so you won’t have to worry, and be crying, and howling out to everyone about the fate of your one and only.

          Give Bowsie a hefty clip round the lug from me, as well as my portion of the Thursday fry-up. And don’t forget his flea drops – they’re on my locker.

          I’ll write to Fr Francis too, to tell him to keep an eye in.

          Good luck with the paintings. You were coming on something magic the last time I checked.

          Love always,

          Your Right-Hand Man,

          Jay
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              Home-Flash Mini-Mental Breakdown, August 1996
            

          

        

      

      I am in London. I am in London. I say it again. To reassure myself. I’m having one of those moments. Like all of us lads do. The London lads. Having a home-flash mini-mental breakdown kind of a thing. It’s where you catch yourself, like. Where you’ve been thinking about, I dunno, feckin Baywatch or Daniel Day-Lewis going full throttle in The Crucible, ‘Because it is my naaaaaaaaaaaame!’ Or else you’ve been lost in rememberings, and wondering if that lad on the St John’s Wood site, back in the day, Titch, the lad that got the metal shard shot into his eye from the jackhammer ever got better again, because you moved on real quick like, before he was out of the hospital, even though youze and him was bestie buddies, and the rest, and were always shooting the shit at lunchtime, and him telling you about taking drugs and dropping acid, and doing ‘e’ while riding the arse off some poor young wan, and you nodding along goodo, like a right gobshite, as if you’re Al-feckin-Scarface-Pacino himself rather than the lad from back-a-beyond who burst out crying over in Shauna’s Notting Hill flat when you smoked hash for the first time and got stuck in her bath, surrounded by scented candles, with your whole body paralysed from the dope and the water level up to your nose, and you thinking that this was the end and that drugs were for other people, glamorous people, fellas and girls in fillums mostly, or them feckers at last year’s inaugural, and super-flash, and mind-blowingly decadent, Screen Grab Christmas party, where they had the girls with the silver trays of cocaine sashaying about the room, taking twenties from punters and letting them snuffle and puffle away to their hearts’ content.

      Of course, I didn’t actually see the trays myself, but everyone at the party said that they were there, and that the coke girls, like the ladies of the harem of the court of King Caractacus, were just passing by, just out of the corner of your eye, just over there. And Shauna kept nudging me from the dance floor, while I was doing my best floppy rappy dance, and pointing me up to the balcony area where the VIPs were, and saying Look, look, do you see the coke, the coke?

      And it makes us feel all cool and young and hip and magic because we work in telly, and we’re talking about coke, and we’re surrounded by coke, and we’ve finally become adults who’ll make our mams and dads look small-time and backward-assed because all they had in their day was Bill Haley and ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and fellas with greasy hair and flick knives ripping up cinema seats, and they were never at a big London telly party with VIP balconies and trays of cocaine. And I’m so thrilled with myself that I start the next letter in my head, while I’m bopping there with Shauna on the floor, and it goes, Dear Mammy, guess what, I was at a party last night with trays of cocaine, but instead Shauna pulls me close and glares into my eyes, a big beaming American love smile, and mouths the words of the rappy floppy song, ‘I Like the Way You Move It’, and then we kiss, and we kiss, and all is well.

      As I say, the home-flash, mini-mental breakdown thing happens just like that. When you’re thinking about all this stuff, and deep in it, lost it in, and you’re trudging out of the London tube, and it’s a manky winter night, and it’s dark and rainy on the London streets, and the cars, the London cars, are racing by in the rain, fast tyres through wet tarmac like freshly ripped sellotape. And it’s that noise, that tyre noise on its own that wakes you up, snaps you out, and for a second, a split second, you look around, and the noise, the wet-tyre-tarmac noise, tells your soul, not your mind but your soul, that it’s school nights back in Ballaghaderreen, in County Roscommon, walking home late from the Strandhill bus, with Claps Connolly in the rain, being passed in the dark by the evening rush of Ford Sierras and farm-friendly Hiaces. And Claps is punching you in the shoulder, and calling you a bender, trying to grab your jocks’ elastic, for wedgies, the works.

      And for a second, for a split second, your soul tells you to look around for Ballaghaderreen and Claps and the lads, and yet your mind finds nothing, you recognise nothing around you, the streets make no sense, the cars, the signs, the shopfronts mean nothing. You are, officially, nowhere, trapped between soul and brain. And at this very moment, this nanosecond of ache, while your brain is battling, and trying to beat back your soul, which has deviously dumped you somewhere between Roscommon and Reality, all you want to do is scream out in panic at the top of your lungs, Day-Lewis style, ‘Where in feck’s name am Ieeeeeeeee, like?’

      And just when you think that you’re going to go mad, and implode, and turn into feckin Lear on the bog, or some aul head case from back home who’d barricade herself into the bedroom, and wrap the hair curlers in newspapers and hide them under a shoe-pile in the hot press because the priests were coming to take them away; and just when you think that you’re going that way, with Alzheimer’s, dementia, and all the head-case specials, and that your mammy might as well go ahead and book you the place in Ballyhaunis convalescent home for mentlers, suddenly, finally, the brain gives the soul a right root in the bollix, and it all clicks into gear, and the buildings find form and function, the streets fling forth their names, the cars and the shopfronts too, and you sigh to yourself with relief as your London reality rushes inwards, tip to toe, flooding you, filling you with the force of knowing, for now.

       

      And I don’t have them that often. I’m not a total gom. But I’m having them now, on this day, in the hospital, where I’m saying to myself, to reassure myself, I am in London, I am in London, because the hospital seems so strange with the walls, and the lights, and the blinking and the noise. And the faces of everyone, looking in pity. It’s things like that, you see. Triggers. When you get lost in the mind. And the soul craves home. It’s the eternal return, like. Which is a thing that I cogged from the front of Shauna’s favourite book, The Unbearable Lightness of Being. With that one, I thought, best case, if I got past the boring bit at the start about the eternal return itself I’d get to some seriously raunchy-like sex sessions, such as there were in the fillum version, where all the wans were into suspender belts and bowler hats and riding the arse off Daniel Day-Lewis. Ah jaysus, there he is again. Feckin gets around, that boyo, I’ll tell ye.

      Anyhow, I’m more into fillums and Shauna’s more into books and art and paintings. And that’s why she reckons we make such a killer couple, and why we work so brilliantly together in the Screen Grab offices, despite our very personal connection. Any book she’s read, and she’s read millions, before she’s barely got the name out of her mouth, I can tell her about the fillum version, and why it’s usually better.

      Of course, we have big noisy hair-pullers about this all the time, where Shauna and the Screen Grab lot, after a few gargles in the back booth in the Dog and Duck on Frith Street, gang up on me in a jokey way, and fire titles at me, to see if I’ll crack. They go, like, The Godfather? And I say, Five hundred pages of unmitigated shite! Feckin super schonawn, though!

      Schonawn is, like, a Gaelic word for movie or fillum, and I use it only as a joke, because Shauna thought it was so funny when I told her, and it’s become, like, a cracking gag between me and the whole team. Although we’re always doing that, me and Shauna. Like when I told her out on the smoking steps on the corner of Marshall Street that bookill dawna meant bad boy, she practically ran back into the office, and into the conference room and told everyone there, even Jane the boss wan, even though they were working on a proposal for the Dani Behr Christmas Special, that I was a bookill dawna, and then she burst out laughing.

      Other words that she thinks are dead funny are shcale for story, mawla for bag, coopla for a few, labba for bed, kyoal for music, kyun for head, timpishta for accident, gon doubt awoyne for without a doubt, seshoon mah for a decent aul snog, and, best of all, ree raw ogus roola boola for an argument. Oh, and she especially likes the Gaelic word for word, which is fuckill, which is, she says, just brilliant.

      And it’s not like she’s slagging me rotten, or calling me a gom. In fact, she’s always telling everyone, at the drop of a hat, that I’m fierce smart, which is, in fact, smarter than I actually am. Sometimes, depending on who’s around, she announces at parties and pubs that that I’m an autodidact, which is both a posh word for a fella who left school without doing his Leaving Cert, and a way of making me sound interesting when all the other fellas start moaning on about their school days, and the time when Basher Finsey gave them a right good ragging for failing A-level Latin, or when they start banging on about freshers’ week in Oxford, Edinburgh and Manchester, or life in the dorms, and how Kipper Meeks Montagu Scott topped himself because of the pressures of final exams and because he only got a 2.1 in his thesis about the deconstruction of masculine identity in the novels of Saul Bellow. At which point Shauna usually squeezes my hand and pipes up and says that I’m an autodidact and I can speak Gaelic. And then she goes, Go on, say something.

      And you’d think, naturally, that we’d be doing it in the bedroom, you know, sexy-like. And that Shauna would be going, all panting and breathless, Go on, say it! Say it! And I’d be like, Fayack air muh leeroydee! Guheentock, nock ah? Which is Gaelic for Look at my balls! Amazing, don’t you think? But we don’t, because it’s not our style. And besides, I’d say that only because I don’t know the Gaelic for donger, and that’s probably because there isn’t one in the first place, because the lads who made up Gaelic were priests and monks, or Irish Revivalist feckers like Yeats and Maud Gombeen who thought that Ireland should be pure and ancient and all bows-and-arrows shite, and nothing to do with sex, even though Yeats was a right aul dirty fecker himself, who once had an operation to insert monkey balls into his stomach in order to make him more attractive to younger wans who were fed up listening to him blathering away about the metaphysical significance of the title characters in ‘Circus Animal’s Desertion’.

      But, as I say, I’m in hospital, and I’m going, ‘I am in London, I am in London,’ and I’m trying not to lose the plot. But it’s hard, because I’ve been awake for nearly thirty hours straight, and my head’s thumping, my ears are ringing, and my eyes feel like they could just plop out of their sockets and onto the floor at any minute.

      I’m walking the corridors of St Mary’s in Paddington like a zombie ghost lad who’s using every bit of strength he’s got left in his terrified limbs just to stay upright and keep shuffling forward and back, forward and back, stopping, and standing, and rocking on the balls of his feet, the leeroydee of his feet, forward and back, just rocking. Because I’m waiting for our slot, in the X-ray room, and everyone’s been really kind and doing sad faces at me, and coming up and having a peek, and telling me not to worry. Because in my terrified arms, wrapped in a soft white blanket that was purchased with picture-book cuddles in mind, sits curled and silent, startled and unblinking, my newborn baby, my fresh-born love. My Bonnie.

      And she’s in bits.

       

      And I’m in bits. And I don’t want to cry. But I’m holding her, and looking down at her, and I’m being a dad. My hands are huge, and I’m cupping her, and she’s breathing, quiet, and her eyes are huge; she’s looking at me, unblinking, and I’m looking back, and I’m sorry that you’ve started this way, and I love you, I love you, till it ends me.

      She’s blotchy and red, her skin is red, which is a good thing, they said, which was the only good thing in a whirl of checks, and prods and pokes and pricks, and then sighs and scowls, and a whole rake of young doctor fellas turning to me and Shauna, and going, real snide-like, home birth, hmmm? As if they’d caught Myra Hindley and Ian Brady in action. Home birth? Nyyyeeees. And with a doula too? Indeed. Nyyesssss. And then more checks, and notes, and scribbles, and sighs, and then the youngest of the young doctor fellas, a real little twerp, the kind of fella who might’ve earned himself a good aul Ballaghaderreen Blindside (dazzle with the left and then, pow, take ’em out with the right!) back in the day, drops Bonnie back into my arms and gives us a big snarky lecture about how rubbish home births are, how doulas are nothing better than witch doctors, and how we’re basically two big feckin eejits for going ahead with it, and then he lists all the things that are facing us in the road ahead with our recently brain-oxygen-deprived yet brand-new and possibly completely mental baby. It’s all dyspraxia this, severe gross motor skill delay that, possible metabolic acidosis, Erb’s palsy, paediatric physiotherapy and learning support for the rest of her life on earth.

      Of course, after the speech is done, Shauna twists around in the bed, shoves her head into the pillow and snorts herself into heartbroken hysterics. She’s wearing a huge papery nappy-like thing, under the hospital nightie, in order to catch all the post-baby gunk that’s still to come, and I can hear it crinkle and crunch under the covers as she shakes and shifts in teary-eyed agony. And in my head I want to scream at the doctor twerp, She’s only just after given birth, you ignorant specky gobshite!

      But instead, I say, like the cancer patients say when they’re told the worst, or like my aulfella himself said when I was a tot and he heard that he had less than three months left to go, I go, Thank you, doctor, and then I cradle Bonnie even closer to me, right into my heart, while I lean over Shauna’s rocking form and stroke her hair and tell her that everything will be fine even though I’m gagging with doubt and my stroky hand is shaking like mad, which makes it seem like I’m giving her the world’s most ineffectual styling session at the singularly most inappropriate moment.

      And it’s not like we even have time for a snorty, tear-drenched group hug, because the specky fella is hovering around the edge of me, back in orders mode, pulling me by the sleeve, and pointing me towards the radiography wing. He shoves a scrunched-up piece of paper in my hand, and tells me to take myself and my newborn Bonnie off to the X-ray queue, and join a long line of the broken, the concussed and the quietly traumatised.

       

      And so, I am in London, I say, as I trudge back ’n’ forth, and as Bonnie looks, and I look, and I kiss, and I shake, and I kiss again. Close to my heart. To the very beat of me. Her, in the warm of me. And the ache.

      I can’t imagine anything outside these walls, this corridor, these humming, blinking, sci-fi strip lights. And I don’t know how to say it, but I feel as if I could break apart at any minute, like there’s two different atomic bombs of equal but opposite force going off inside of me. One of them is the raging never-known-before, all-consuming love I feel for this tiny, blotchy, big-eyed creature in my arms, and the other is the punishing fear and the sickening dread that I might ever lose her. That she might, already now or at any point in the future, be damaged beyond repair. Together these two bombs are exploding within. Feeding off each other, the fission and the fusion, splitting apart and blasting together. The pain and the love.

      And Bonnie in my arms, it’s one thing. I can just about make sense of it all. But when they get me to hold her down on the X-ray plate, her blotchy body all squiggling and wriggling, so small in the world, like a little mad animatronic alien, and her wide eyes looking and searching, it’s too much. My throat burns, my lips wobble, and I start to snivel. The X-ray fella pretends that there’s nothing the matter, as he asks me to shift Bonnie north again on the cold metal plate. Then hold her. Move her. Shift again. And the thing that floors me, is that she doesn’t cry. No, she doesn’t cry. Instead, she endures. She looks, she turns, she searches. And they’ll tell you they can’t see at that age, and that everything’s a blur to their newborn eyes, especially in the dark of an X-ray room, but I’ll tell you, and I know, that she is searching for me.

      So I go, like, I’m here. It’s me. It’s Dadda, like. I’m right here, above you. I’m the big brutal fecker holding you down on the cold metal plate, in your tiny mini-nappy, because it’s all X-ray beams and subatomic particles in here, and they don’t want the doctors and the hospital technicians getting cancer, so they make the parents do the heavy lifting. And I want to bend down and stick my head right close up to Bonnie’s face, right against the plate, and kiss her nose, and smell her, and tell her that there’s nothing to worry about because Dadda’s here, face to face, now and for ever, world without end.

      But the X-ray technician’s got me standing to the side, at least two feet from the beam, and with an apron on that is fitted with its own heavy metal plate that hangs around my goolies, which feels strange, and makes me less and less confident about the actual safety of the whole situation when they’ve got newborn Bonnie casually squashed down backwards on a steel slab, like a frog in a school science lab, but are doing everything within their power, and pulling out all the stops, to make sure that they’ve guarded, covered and protected my feckin leeroydee. Not my heart or my brain or my kidneys, mind you. No, they can all go feck for themselves. It’s just the leeroydee that are getting the royal treatment. Presumably so I can still pass on my seed when every other organ in my body is gone manky tumorous from the excess radiation, and the same technicians and specky doctor gobshites are wandering over to my dying bedside and saying, all patronising like, Well, you’ve still got your balls, isn’t that something? And I’ll say, Thank you doctor, while I think back to the day when they made me wear the apron with the metal plate and go, Thanks, lads, that was feckin brilliant of yiz. One in a million. How much do I owe ye?

      I am in London.

       

      We are allowed to bring Bonnie home after three more days of testing. Actually, a couple of hours of testing, and three days of queuing, stressing and staring blankly into space. And a couple of minutes of meaningless specky lectures.

      We are told that Bonnie can breathe and can see. And that she can react to stimuli, such as a huge feckin torch beaming right into her eye, a loud kamikaze-style doctor’s clap next to her ear, both ears, and, best of all, a sharp feckin needle stuck into the sole of her foot. I know. Ye’d think they’d never heard of a feather, the feckin medieval bastards. She can swallow Shauna’s breast milk too. Although that’s a whole nother story in itself, and involves every sort of random hospital fecker just grabbing Shauna’s boobs and ramming them into Bonnie’s mouth. Everyone had a go. The serious young doctors travelling the ward in pairs and telling Shauna that, irrespective of Bonnie’s brain condition, it’s still all about stimulation and reflex. And so they roughly drag Shauna’s nipples, swollen and painful, over Bonnie’s top lip, up and down, back and forth, like a feckin magic marker, while they wait for Bonnie’s jaw to drop slowly open, reflex style. And when it drops, they poke Shauna’s nipple inside, and smile to themselves and pat each other on the back for being such brilliant breastfeeding masters.

      Of course, it lasts only for about five seconds until Bonnie gives up, and the doctor lads are well gone by then, and this time it’s the big, cuddly, old-school Jamaican nurses who simply grab Bonnie’s head, crank her jaws wide open and shove as much of Shauna’s boob as they can, like half the entire thing, into Bonnie’s mouth, and down her throat. They laugh and chuckle kindly as they go, and they tell Shauna, who’s wincing with the pain, that there’s no secrets here, that Mother knows best, and that the little one just wants to be told. Naturally, you get about ten seconds out of that before Bonnie, who’s probably still reeling from the subatomic X-ray blasts, spits it right out. And on it goes, with student doctors taking a turn next, and maternity nurses, and specialists, breastfeeding specialists, everyone having a shot. And Shauna’s just there, like Bonnie, enduring, in the mad post-partum nappy, body open to the world, face frozen, and eyes telling of truck-impact trauma. And always exposed. Exposed and enduring. While everyone pulls and prods and yanks.

      Although Bonnie, eventually, poos. This, more than anything, is why we are allowed to bring her home. She does a couple of black Bovrily-looking meconium poos, and then finally, on day three, a tiny scrambled-egg poo, which is the signal for our departure. This, we are told, is a result.

      Our job now is to watch her, they say, during the brief farewell lecture from the edge of the bed. Monitor her every move, they say. Too early, yet, to tell if Bonnie will be completely mental-like for life, so we must instead watch out, first of all, for severe gross motor-skills delays. They give us a small green jotter, and tell us to chart her movements, her gestures and digestive habits, and plot them against a bell curve of a normal, yes, a normal baby on the opposite page. They smile when they say goodbye, especially the specky fella, and they look at Bonnie as if she is a rare species of lab monkey and act like me and Shauna should be dead excited, now that we’ve got a full-time scientific experiment on our hands.

       

      We cry in the car park together, standing side by side, next to Shauna’s ancient red Clio with the brand-new baby seat sat in the back. It is daytime, just after noon, and the sun is out.

      It is Tuesday, 6 August 1996.

      We are in London.

      Shauna gently lowers herself into the front. And even though it is, officially, by all accounts, mental-dangerous, she refuses to place Bonnie in the baby seat, and instead wraps both arms tightly around her and orders me to drive. I pause to protest, taking just a breath, but before a word is even out, Shauna shoots me a look, right up from the primal abyss, and it’s a new look that I’ve never seen before, a look that is the powerful flipside of the hospital-truck trauma face, as forceful and fulminating as that other look was passive and paralysed, and it’s a look that tells me, in no uncertain terms, to back, the, feck, off.

      Slowly, carefully, I touch the side of Shauna’s face with the back of my hand, and tell her that, thankfully, we still have each other.

      Yes, I say. You and me, like. We’ll ride this one out together. Hand in hand. Heart to heart. We’re stronger than this. We can do this. We can make this family happen. You. And me. And Bonnie. For ever.

      We are divorced within three years.
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      So, how do we begin?

      How would you like to begin? 

      Oh please. I don’t think I’m strong enough for that.

      For what? 

      For the autonomy. I am not here to take control.

      So why are you here? 

      I’m here because I’m depressed. And because I heard that you were the best in the business.

      This is not for me to say, although I will tell you that my methods are unorthodox yet my results are unassailable. You have been diagnosed, no? 

      No.

      Then what, my dear girl, makes you think that you’re depressed? 

      What would you call it?

      Call what? 

      Sitting in my room, on the edge of my bed, listening to my two-year-old daughter, banging on the door, wailing for my attention. Yet I do nothing. There are hazards all around her. Knives in the kitchen, glasses on the table, a gas cooker, eye-level access to bleach, sharp corners everywhere. And her, so clumsy, so fragile and quick to fall. And yet, for some reason, I do nothing.

      Hardly extraordinary. We won’t be sending for the men in white coats just yet. Hmm? 

      I do nothing because I’m frozen to the spot. Rooted to the bed. Unable to move, to reach the door handle. Because, somehow, I’ve fallen into a deep, dark manhole of my own making, where everything around me is black as night. And I know that I need to reach the handle but whenever I try to move, or even think about moving, or think about her, I drift further down, where the blackness becomes even more enveloping, and the door handle moves even further away until the very act of reaching it becomes a sheer physical impossibility. And all along the wailing rises and falls, and then rises again, with door thumps and kicks, until my husband comes home from work, three hours later, and finds our baby girl exhausted on the floor against the door. And, of course, he soothes her, and tells her that he loves her. He picks her up, comes into the room and finds me there, still frozen on the bed edge, like Mrs Dalloway on Quaaludes, unmoved from my pose hours earlier. And he says. Well, he says absolutely nothing.

      This word manhole. This interests me. This word is very primal. A word from the id, no? Why do you think you use it? Why not, say, cave? 

      Because it’s a manhole.

      And what do you think of, really, when you think of the word manhole? 

      I think of a manhole.

      You do not need to be polite, my friend, in this place. This space is safe, without rules or regulations. No laws here. No punishments, no wrongs. Just freedom to release what’s inside. To be as free, as unburdened and as crude as you like. 

      I know.

      So, I ask you again. Manhole, tell me all the things, all the associations, this word triggers. What does the word inspire in you, in your darkest imaginings? 

      It inspires the image of a manhole.

      And so you see the world from inside this manhole? 

      Yes.

      You know the Classics, yes, the Greeks, yes? You are like the woman inside Plato’s Cave, no? Watching the shadows of the world pass by from within the darkness, and trying to understand the world from within this manhole? 

      I guess.

      But what if we turned around? What if we looked into this manhole, instead? What if we look at you alone there, frozen in the darkness? What would we see now? 

      We’d see a depressed woman.

      Is this, my poor, poor child, the totality of your experience? Is this the sum of who you are? 

      You want the totality of my experience?

      Of course. Were you not a different person before this, a younger person, a teenager, a girl, a child, even a baby? What do you know, for instance, about you as a baby? 

      Seriously?

      Absolutely. What’s the first thing you know about your own existence? 

      You’re not kidding?

      My good friend, I do not kid, not in this space. The entrance into life is as significant to me as the exit from it. Impressions and associations are created in the pell-mell of birth that last to this very day and beyond, to the day on which you eventually depart. Trust me. It matters. 

      In that case, I know that I arrived, according to my father, Paul, at exactly 4 p.m. on Sunday, 26 July 1970, in a private birth room at Wilmington General Hospital, Delaware, USA.

      Anything else? 

      And that it was hot.

      And that’s all? 

      Seriously?

      Absolutely. 

      Apparently Paul was down on the beach at the time, down on Rehoboth Beach in the sun. He was a hippie. A real artsy-fartsy guy. They say that this other guy, a store owner, Jack Burke from ‘Burke’s Bits and Bobs’, broke the news by racing along the boardwalk and across the hot sands, screaming out loud that my mom had gone into labour.

      And the birth, tell me about the birth. You are born, how? 

      I arrived quickly, I believe, with minimal fuss. No suction or ventouse, no drugs or nothing, just good, old-fashioned pushing power. Paul and Mom were seemingly so suffused with momentary joy that they threw open the windows and decided that I was to be called Summer, for obvious reasons.

      A beautiful name. A beautiful word. So rich with connotations. You were a blessed child. 

      I was Summer for approximately one week, during which time Mom’s mom, who was, according to Paul, a living nightmare, overruled the decision, claiming that she would not be made the laughing stock of Gibson Island.

      And this woman, your grandmother, she had control of your family? 

      I guess. I once asked Paul why he didn’t just tell Mom’s mom to take a hike, but he said that it was complicated, and that Mom’s mom covered the rent on the house in Lewes whenever Paul’s so-called art failed to bring in so-called money. It was an arrangement that seemed, he said, to give Mom’s mom carte blanche to treat Paul and Mom like total dicks, rather than people.

      And the name Summer? 

      For a week after that, I was called ‘Shaw’, after George Bernard Shaw, who was also born on 26 July, in Ireland. Paul’s ancestors were Irish, and arrived in the US in the mid nineteenth century, having fled from what Paul liked to describe as tyranny, starvation, and the crushing jackboot of English imperialism.

      You did not believe in these myths? 

      I believed it all right. I overdosed on it. Thanks to Paul. Up all night for half my childhood, listening only to Irish records, drinking heavily and weeping himself to sleep alongside an endlessly repeated chorus about the desecration of four green fields. Then, groggy over breakfast the next day, he’d retread the Irish war stories and give me and Mom lectures about the damages done to his family line in ‘the old country’. Even took us to Ellis Island once. Dragged me, Mom, and my baby brother Chester around in front of endless walls of glass-covered registration documents, yet never found a single reference to the fortunes of his own embattled family.

      And you were angry with him? 

      No. Not at all. He was like that, Paul. The Teflon dad. Meltdowns, mistakes, major familial faux pas, simply slid right off him. No repercussions. No questions asked.

      And your name? 

      Mom’s mom hated the name Shaw. Too masculine for a girl, she decided, at the end of my second week on earth. Give her complexes. Get her bullied by other girls. Paul eventually agreed to a compromise. Shawna. Paul was pleased, and announced it to friends and colleagues, even cooked up a hand-painted baby card with a caricature of two exhausted parents lying prone around a newborn, and giant chunky letters screaming ‘Shawna’s Here!’

      And that was it? 

      No, Mom’s mom hated the way they spelled Shawna. She said that, on paper, it made me look like a cheap Vegas dancer. Paul declared defeat, and I became Shauna. Just a girl called Shauna.

      And this name has been good for you? How do you feel about it? What does it describe? 

      It describes Paul, slowly losing interest in Irish ballads and late-night weeping sessions, although not before he had forced me, aged eleven, to choose ‘The Subjugation of Ireland and its Peoples’ as the title of my summer-school project. I got an A for it, putting me in the top three of the class, but Paul’s fingerprints were all over it. Entire paragraphs transcribed, in my hand, at the kitchen table, as he stood over me.

      And you were ashamed of this? 

      I was asked to read it out at the summer assembly. It was either a sign of my own greatness or an indication that my uptight history teacher, Mr Sanderson, who sensed the guiding hand of a meddling so-called Fenian, planned to expose me. But I got through it. I stumbled over sentences. Some of the other girls, who had big cars and bigger houses and fathers who worked in Philadelphia, sneered as I spoke. Nicole Henson, whose father had once been interviewed on the ABC nightly news, said, right in the middle of my reading, and in no attempt to hide herself whatsoever, she said, as I was speaking, Provo!

      This word was a bad thing? 

      Oh please! It means Provisional Irish Republican Army. Like a terrorist. The bombers? Hyde Park? Canary Wharf? A very bad thing. And when the bus doors opened at my stop that afternoon, in front of the Lewes library, my feet barely touched the ground. I practically flew all the way down West 3rd Street, and was already in through the front screen doors, and halfway through the opening line, ‘Paul! Paul! You won’t believe what Nicole Henson just called me?’ when I saw it.

      Go on. 

      The blood. Nothing spectacular. Just drips of it. Perfect circular splashes, some no bigger than a quarter, but dramatic and unmissable nonetheless, especially on the naked floorboards, leading from the door through to the kitchen where it climaxed in and around the sink, in a vivid crimson splash that half covered the draining board, and dripped, even as I watched, slowly down into the open mouth of the garbage masher.
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      There is a story that is told by the Mother of Jay. A family tale. A right shcale. She tells it best, the Mother of Jay, at the fag end of a sweaty, woozy summer hoolie, or an intimate late-night chinwag in a low-roofed holiday lock-in on Achill Island, when the red-eyed company has been reduced to whiskey shots and cheese sangers, and sodden memories and imaginings of painful days gone by. It’s a hand-me-downer tale, they say. A real-life heirloom, set, as all the best Irish stories are, during the so-called War of Independence, in the summer of 1920, around the police barracks of Rathmore, County Kerry.

      The shcale stars Seamus Farrell, the maternal grandfather of Jay, but only nineteen years old, nearly twenty, at the time. He’s a handsome boy, according to the Mother of Jay, and, she says, blessed with big Bambi eyes. There is a photo of Seamus Farrell, hiding in the darkness of a Roscommon attic that will prove the point. A stern-faced hurling squad in front of gloomy school buildings, snapped to attention, unexceptional but for a sharp-focus outline of a smiling face in the front row, with a startling pair of bright burning eyes and the beginnings of an early twentieth-century fringe flick, locally known as a duck’s arse.

      Seamus and his best friend, Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ Moynihan, also nineteen, are both hiding from the Black and Tans while crouched beside a squat mossy wall on Station Road, forty-five yards down the street from the barracks of the Royal Irish Constabulary. These two boys are like brothers, more blood than some real brothers, in fact. Been together in school, same class, same desk, since First Holy Communion. Elbow to elbow every day, joking and scribbling, nudging while reading, always on the edge of giggles, leaning in at times, shoulder to shoulder, always the warmth and the unspoken love.

      Seamus and Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ ducked behind the low wall after spotting a straggling group of Black and Tans. The Mother of Jay, easily into her flow by now, will often digress, and explain that the Tans were the scum of the earth, a ragtag group of rapists, child molesters and cannibal killers, dredged up by a youngish Winston Churchill, Secretary of State for War at the time, from the very bottom of the English penal system and unceremoniously dumped upon a pristine and idealistic Irish populace who were famed worldwide for their love of freedom, drinking and crack, and for singing songs, while drinking, about the same. The Tans were mostly famed for committing heinous atrocities such as burning down orphanages, shooting babies, and torturing men of fighting age with rusty bayonets and deviously placed farming implements. And here she might add, Saving your presence.

      In quieter tellings, the Mother of Jay has said simply that the Black and Tans were mostly made up of traumatised World War I veterans, still only boys themselves. Although in the public telling, with a wild island audience enthralled, a tame Tan version like this could provoke a furious volley from the elderly listeners in the corner with the cloth caps and carefully cradled stout. Traumatised, me arse! Tell ’em about the Ringaskiddy Six!

      Either way, hiding from the Tans was not a good thing to do. Especially when the Tans have already seen you scrambling over the wall, twenty paces ago. But that August night in 1920 was tense and nervous, full of irrationality and high-pressure missteps. Hot for starters. Foreign hot and freakish. African hot. And the two of them, those boys, the pity of it all, on their hunkers in the undergrowth, twig-snappy and parched, with breaths held tight. Like hide and seek in days gone by, when everything was short pants and conkers, and killing was only in the soft-spoken thrill of a candlelit bedtime.

      And neither are they entirely innocent, Seamus and Dessie ‘The Rabbit’. They had, she says, dancing nicely over details, found themselves, earlier, in the midst of a fine rake of boys who pelted the RIC barracks with rocks and bottles while shouting inflammatory phrases such as Airin guh braw and Brits Go Home and The Black and Tans Have Relations with Their Mothers. Thus the sight of Seamus and Dessie’s hopeless attempt at instant camouflage is nothing less than the proverbial red rag to the savage Tans who, true to their reputation, proceed to deliver a feverish, bloodthirsty beating to the bottle-throwing boyos.

      The Mother of Jay usually allows the tale to hang there, to let the audience imagine the worst, before she engineers a crashing cut to take us right inside the barracks itself, where the Tans have expertly strung up Seamus and Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ via a deceptively simple rope-and-roof-beam system, and are whacking them to blazes, wanting to know all about their IRA contacts, and the whereabouts and the exact nature of their next IRA operation.

      But Seamus and Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ were good boys. Card-carrying members of the IRA, yes, she says, turning to the people, her people, the people of the West, but back in them days who wasn’t? Feckin right you are, Deirdre, comes the barked response from a sullen cloth cap in the corner.

      So Seamus and Dessie, good boys that they are, handle the Tans like old pros. They speak only in Gaelic, and say the rabble-rousing mantra chucky or law around a million times, even when they’re getting bashed in the mouth with the wooden butt of an Enfield rifle that belongs to Lance Corporal Charlie Briggs. He’s a big human specimen, Briggs, and very much the villain of the piece. With an enormous black bristling moustache, Stalin style, and the huge arms of a pre-war docker, now exposed as he paces distractedly around the room, and thumps free from his two suspects every shade of shit known to man. Saving your presence.

      At this point, sensing a rise in room temperature, and that her people are really lapping it up, the Mother of Jay goes out on a limb and does Lance Corporal Briggs in action. With a roughly emulated English accent, in the style of My Fair Lady, she delivers the lines, Cam on, you bleeding micks! Am ganna get the bleeding troof ah of ye summ’ow! So you baggas best pay me sam bleeding attention, and ansa my bleeding questions! Then she mimes the repeated shoving of a blunt object into a soft object. The crowd are loving it.

      Thankfully, she says, nothing works. He’s tried every card with the lads, Briggs, but nothing can get through the forcefield of incessantly chanted chuckies. Eventually, Briggs leaves the room and, after some muffled exchanges from behind a thick wooden door with a weary, sleepy staff sergeant, he strolls nonchalantly back inside and announces that the boys are free to go. Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ says his first words of English in hours, and thanks the Lord for small mercies. He half collapses with relief and turns to Seamus who responds only with a look of trance-like mesmerism on his boyish features.

      Now, this is where the tale becomes to many ears, but not mine, a bit fanciful in the telling. And so the Mother of Jay, a consummate yarn spinner, and a human barometer for the moods and shifts in the hearts and souls of her listeners, will acknowledge this and explain that this is simply the way that the old shcale has always been told, down through the years. And you really don’t want to mess with that. In short, she says, dropping her voice down low in startlingly sombre seriousness for the first time in the telling, the story is bigger than just her, or just them: Because Seamus Farrell, the grandfather of Jay, had a religious vision, right there in the cell.

      Like the visitation of the Holy Spirit in the village of Knock in 1879, or the angel fellas that take Patrick Swayze by the hand at the end of Ghost, this vision is a benign floaty presence that comes into the room from behind Lance Corporal Briggs. It’s a glowing light, in flowing robes, humanoid in outline. Your classic religious apparition. It has a voice too. Apparently feminine. Soft and soothing. And it speaks these words. Three words. Directly to Seamus Farrell. Be not afraid.

      Be not afraid.

       

      The full speech, in fact, is longer than that. And here the Mother of Jay, highly theatrical in delivery as always, announces with a ghostly hush, Be not afraid. Be not afraid tonight. The light. You must wait for the light!

      The light in question, in Seamus Farrell’s mind, without equivocation, gon doubt awoyne, is simply the light of dawn. And thus the instruction to wait for the light was a warning from the heavens, meaning that the grandfather of Jay was to stay put, in the slammer, until the morning. And at all costs.

      Typically, when he tells Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ that he is about to refuse the offer of freedom and instead remain in the enemy cell all night long, his bosom buddy is horrified. Torn between utter incredulity and muted hysteria, Dessie hisses through his teeth, in the presence of Briggs, Feck sake Farrell, are you havering? We need to get far away from these murdering sassanocks while we’ve still got the feckin legs beneath us!

      But Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ has already lost the battle, and the nineteen-year-old grandfather of Jay, who is also, in his spare time, a fierce man for the prayers and one with an impeccable knowledge of Marian devotions and Seven Sorrows rosaries, is now officially on a mission from God, and will not be deterred. Nothing, not even the action end of Briggs’s Enfield butt, will change his mind. He is staying.

      Soon after 2 a.m., a decidedly exasperated Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ bids his bleeding friend farewell, and is released without charge, while the grandfather of Jay is given another foam-flecked punch-about by the apoplectic Briggs. He is then tossed into a tiny box cell, at the back of the building, from where he hears two large and unmistakable metallic bangs echo ominously through the still night air.

      The Mother of Jay pauses there. The audience, her audience, her people, and her son, especially her son, all of them, in all times and in all tellings, all of them feel it, the gut punch to come. The Tans, she says in a whisper, let Dessie ‘The Rabbit’ make it as far as the main street. Under cover of darkness, they shot him twice. Once in the head. Once in the spine. Both from behind.

      Seamus Farrell sat in his tiny, cramped and bloodied cell, and cried. He cried for Dessie ‘The Rabbit’. And for himself too. He cried to his Holy Mother Mary, and said that it was too much for a lad like him to bear. Why him? Why had he been chosen instead of Dessie? For what reason had he been kept alive?

       

      Seamus is collected the next morning by over a hundred aggrieved and deeply proprietorial villagers. They meet first at the church, and then turn up en masse, in order to guarantee that the dreaded Tans don’t try anything untoward during the handover. Seamus, overnight, has become a hero. His survival is non-negotiable.

      Seamus himself is, by the same token, as the poet Yeats would say, changed, changed utterly. He limps out of the cell, a mass of cuts, bruises and breaks, and, within weeks, leaves the Cork and Kerry region altogether. He moves north, and settles in Ballaghaderreen, County Roscommon, where he gets a job as a labourer on a dairy farm and eventually marries Mairead Dillon, a seamstress, and raises a small but devoutly Catholic family of two daughters, called Maudie and Deirdre. The latter eventually becomes known, to me at least, as the Mother of Jay.

      And yet, all the way through his sad and unfolding life, Seamus is troubled deeply by this very real and very explicit intervention from on high. The questions never stop. Year in, year out. Why me? Why save me? What mission? Until finally, thankfully, the answer arrives in his sixty-eighth year, direct once more from God, clear as a bell on a cold spring Saturday morning in rural Ireland, just hours before the wedding ceremony of his young daughter Deirdre.

      And the message from God, explicitly and boldly, states that Seamus Farrell was saved because he was carrying within him the secret of …

      ‘Jay!’

       

      ‘Jay! Jay! Jay!’

      That’s Ree. He is whispering as loud as he can. It would, in fact, be easier to use his normal speaking voice. It’s the small hours of the morning on Easter Monday, 5 April 1999, and Ree’s head is jutting forward, between the two fragile glass doors, slightly ajar, that define the boundary between both bedrooms, and help bolster the illusion that Jay and Ree are actually occupying different living spaces.

      There is fear in his voice. A brittle edge. It doesn’t help that it’s thundering outside, rain pouring down, with bangs and flashes in rapid succession. The atmosphere created is of the need to be tucked in button-tight, held close and safe, while the mind imagines and dreads the darkest, wettest, knife-flash world of black beyond.

      Jay has been dreaming of Grandad Farrell, his demons and his deeds. He will later suspect that these dreams were sparked by that earlier evening’s conversation with Fr Francis on the teatime telephone. By the father’s quiet yet consistent demand, yet again, the umpteenth time in months now, for Jay to return home for the first time in nearly a decade of exile, to see the Mother of Jay. Finally, in his hour of need, without wife or child to his name, Christ-like indeed, to come back to the hearth, to return to the bosom of home.

      Ah, come back to us now, me auld segosha, Fr Francis eventually says, half singing, when he knows that Jay is not biting. Not now, not ever. The idea of Jay ever coming back, seemingly impossible, and always so, from the start, from the very first word of the big fight. But while the conversation dries up, he is left with the seed. The very idea of home. The eternal return.

      And so, the sights and sounds of the Farrell dream world – wild violent drama in firework bursts of bruise-blackened purples – drop away like stone the minute he hears Ree’s voice. Jay. Jay. Riven with fear.

      Someone at the buzzer! says Ree. And as Ree speaks, the buzzer sounds from the hallway. Eeeeeech. Eeeeech. Always shocking, no matter what time of day. Like the children’s board game, Operation. When one goes for the funny bone. But even more so.

      Who? Jay asks.

      One of yours! says Ree.

      A mick?

      Big time, he replies, adding with a slight snarl of confusion, says the name is The Clappers!
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      The Clappers? Jay repeats, aloud. Downstairs? At the door? Now?

      Jay is not unaware, somewhere in the back of his mind, that he sounds like the Mother of Jay, at the start of the bad days, when the repetition of facts became loop-the-loop questions. He apologises to Ree, and to Wendy, and tells them to go back to bed, and that he will deal with The Clappers. Ree shrugs, still halfshaken, and tells Jay that he’s lucky that Roo isn’t here, because he’d crack some skulls over this. Jay says again, Sorry, and, keen to avoid a building-wide scandal, prances, quickly and barefoot, down the communal staircase in purple paisley Marks & Spencer boxer shorts and a bright green T-shirt emblazoned with the phrase, ‘Emotional Boy Rock Can Save the Planet’.

      Shauna bought Jay the T-shirt from a tiny stall in Camden Market, in the closing days of their relationship. She said that it was supposed to bring him out of himself, and transform his interactions with the world into a lighter, less onerous experience. He could tell that something wasn’t right. He knew, for one, that those words were not Shauna’s but were the second-hand cast-offs from the many psychotherapy sessions she enjoyed with the renowned North London-based but Danish-born psychotherapist Dr Ghert Rasmussen, BPsych (Hons), CPsychol BPS. Shauna had been seeing him, in a professional capacity, for over four months. Bonnie was over two years old, and struggling. As were Jay and Shauna. Having someone as special as Bonnie was comparable to the shock of having a normal child, times a million, Dr Ghert had once told Shauna. No relationship could withstand that. Jay was mostly silent on the subject of Dr Ghert. Occasionally, after listening to some more of the good doctor’s advice, second-hand from Shauna, he would simply sneer the words, ‘Dr Ghert Rasmussen, BSerious Feckin Bshit.’

      Most of Jay’s telly friends said that the T-shirt was the gayest thing that they’d ever seen on a straight man. And two sizes too small, at least, even though the label claimed that the Lycra material ensured that the size was ‘Uni-fit’. ‘Uni-fit for a feckin Munchkin’ is how Jay described it first, standing there, spray-chested in the full-length bedroom mirror. But Shauna just swished up beside him and told him that skin-tight was all the rage, and that it was a statement piece, and that we were all metrosexuals now.

       

      Jay has been living with Ree and Roo for nearly fourteen long and momentous weeks, since arriving at their door in a traumatic stupor at the end of December 1998, then in the midst of a dizzying legal assault from the solicitor of Ghert, who was pushing through the divorce of Shauna from Jay, decree nisi to decree absolute, in a breathtaking seven weeks. The Bonnie smell and Bonnie glow was still clinging to Jay’s shoulder, to the crook of his neck.

      He had looked into Bonnie’s eyes, her soul-piercing saucer eyes, as if expecting, hope against all hope, at this moment of departure, a sudden word or a sound beyond the usual gasp, rasp or gurgle. He whispered to her his own words, Bonnie, Dadda loves you.

      She said nothing, of course, her familiar half-smile of silence belying the monumental strains and stresses so far. The doctor visits. The clinic. The panic. The endlessly filled notebooks, documenting every gesture. The word-training, daily, cuddled down by the fireplace in the safe space of their pink-painted flat in Notting Hill Gate. And Jay, with all his growing Meeja Man pride, holding up apples, saying Ah-pil, ah-pil, into Bonnie’s face, almost spitting out the sounds, as if, he said, she was a complete mentler, even though he knew, in his heart, that he was the eejit and she was the smart one, sitting in silence, just smiling, and knowing. And he’d catch it, that look in her eyes, all the time. That half-smile in silence that seemed to say that some day he’d know what she knew, but not now.

      When he first told Jane about Bonnie’s silence, she immediately went for the Greeks, and the river Lethe, the river of forgetting, the river, she said, from which we drink before birth. Jane said that maybe, such was the completely useless nature of Bonnie’s birth, that maybe Bonnie had accidentally taken some of the infinitesimal pre-birth ever-space with her, and retained some of the primal knowing that is obviously manifested in her ongoing silence. Why speak, Jane said, when your awareness is total, from alpha to omega?

      When Jay told Shauna, rushed at her with the news, the sheer silly optimism, the distraction, she was furious. Raging. How dare he discuss their daughter, and their problems, with that bitch? That pretentious bitch? That husband-kissing, marriage-wrecking bitch! And their birth too? Bonnie’s birth? Shauna’s trauma? With that bitch? Has Jay completely lost his mother-fucking mind, man?

      It felt useless by then. Everything an aggravation. The relationship seemingly done and dusted. Broken down by gaps and silences from Bonnie care and Bonnie pain, hopes killed by a plethora of disappointments and blame, and painful lacks, and words unsaid over wounds so deep. Until finally, it was battered to death by the intervention of, according to Jay, a devious Danish bastard psychiatrist-cum-pervert with nothing but hubby-hate and hot young fanny on his mind. And so they ended, in record-breaking time, leaving Jay alone, standing there in front of Ree and Roo in the Yuletide season, smiling and shaking in the obvious stupor of quietly reverberating shock.

       

      The flat-share is comfortable. Three bedrooms, off the Cromwell Road. A giant white terrace that appears all swish and Hugh Granty, but up close is flaky grey and mildew green, and inside smells of wet carpets and wino piss. When Bonnie came to visit for the first time, in mid-January 1999, Jay rushed her in and up the stairs, like it was a big game. He told her to hold her breath, and that they were actually swimming, underwater, all the way up to the flat door. She giggled in his arms and seemed to think it a hoot.

       

      Ree and Roo are Africans, from Kenya, although they speak with the plummiest accents Jay has ever heard. In fact, Roo, for a joke, when he’s being mock-shocked, sometimes says, ‘Sink me!’ in the fashion of the actor Anthony Andrews in The Scarlet Pimpernel. Roo explains that this is called ‘being ironic’. To which Jay replies that he understands the concept implicitly because, after all, he works in telly, which is a very ironic place.

      Once, Roo was demonstrating, on a rain-sodden Saturday morning, just before Bonnie drop-off, how to slice an onion the African way (into a million little cubes). As he practised his technique on a heavy breadboard in the cramped galley-style kitchen, he began to confess the tale of his latest romantic misadventure, which culminated with his ‘unfortunate young paramour’ expressing the opinion that she was owed more commitment from Roo than two phone calls and a single Sunday-night trip to the cinema. ‘I mean, sink me, Jay!’ Roo suddenly said, slamming down the vegetable knife with barely suppressed fury. ‘I don’t know where they get the nerve!’

      Back home in Kenya, the Otienos used to be super rich, according to Roo, one of the most well-known families in the country, and certainly the bigwigs of the Machakos diocese, with servants and the works and a huge plantation just forty or so miles south east of Nairobi. But their dad lost it all when Moi was re-elected president in 1992, and became furious with Mr Otieno Snr for pillorying his campaign speeches in the local media and thus made sure that he was fired from his job as a high-flying brain doctor, and took away his house and everything he had. Roo, the older brother, a graduate of Oxford University who works in the City, says that the parents still have serious money hidden all over the place, and could have set up shop permanently in a large London mansion if they wanted to, instead of landing their two boys in a grotty Kensington flat-share.

      The first words that Jay heard from Roo’s mouth, as he shuffled blankly over the threshold, were, ‘Is that the mick?’ It was supposed to be an official interview for the free room, but was no more elaborate than Roo telling Jay that he was unusual, because not many single white men would share a flat with two blacks. There was a pause of uncertainty, after which Roo laughed, and then punched Jay in the shoulder, and told him to relax, he was being ironic.

      On the first night Jay sat with Roo on the sofa and shared a six-pack of Roo’s Diamond White cider. They discussed Roo’s unconscionably early work hours, his potentially enormous Christmas bonus, and the thrilling reality of Jay’s televisual career. They watched Jay’s copy of In the Name of the Father, during which Roo was repeatedly outraged by the treatment meted out to Daniel Day-Lewis and all the other micks. Jay had yet to tell Roo anything genuine about his own existence, about his time with Shauna, or about the many weekends that Roo would soon be spending, however briefly, in the company of Jay’s eccentric, limping, and groaning toddler, Bonnie.

      Instead, they spoke about women, and dating, and joked about how important it was to take revenge on the evil legacy of imperialism through the subversive power of intercourse. They both recited lines that they might use on such an occasion.

      Oh yeah, minority this babe! said Roo.

      How would you like some oppressed Irish sausage for your troubles? said Jay.

      And a bit of blacky, too, eh? Oh yeah! You like that?

      And so they sat there, the two of them, sprawled out on the couch, drinking strong cider and making sex-related puns, until Ree waltzed into the room with his real-life girlfriend Wendy, and Roo stood up and announced that he was heading off into the West End to spend some of Jay’s cash deposit on cocaine and white women.

       

      Jay has a better relationship with Ree. He’s softer, Ree. Quieter. He works in an accountant’s office, and his room is separated from Jay’s by a flimsy pair of double glass doors, over which are draped all manner of blankets, towels and rugs to give the impression of two genuinely separate living environments. They can, nonetheless, hear everything that happens in each other’s rooms, at all times, with near-crystal clarity. Even when Ree is engaged in the art of intercourse with Wendy, and when Jay is desperately trying to rock Bonnie back to sleep at four o’clock on a Saturday morning.

      Although, despite this, usually Jay can read, or listen to the radio, or stare sadly into space and think of Shauna’s eyes without being entirely disturbed by Ree’s intercourse. He’s too much of a gent for that, Ree. Unlike Roo, who lives three rooms away from Jay but makes it sound like feckin sexual Armageddon whenever he’s managed to secure some company for the night.

      The women! says Jay, recounting these nocturnal episodes to Jane, and Stevie Fitz, and the rest of the crew. The women are, like, screaming their heads off, all, Jesus Christ! And, oh, my, fucking, God! And Roo’s in the background, swearing and cursing, and calling them filthy names, mostly bitches, and telling them how much they like it.

      But Wendy, says Jay, is too classy for that. She’s a nurse by day, a right laugh by night, and totally political, and into documentaries, and always popping her head in through the double doors, with a knock first of course, to invite Jay into their room to hop up onto the bed and watch on Ree’s prized video player a film about a kid on Death Row in the Deep South who was framed by the cops, or something about Chernobyl, or even a bizarre French entry that was nothing more than close-ups of insects pushing balls of dung through the grass.

      She’s taken Jay’s side too, in the marital split, and is of the view that Shauna sounds like a tricky American fish all right, and that giving birth to a brain-damaged baby is no excuse for hopping into the sack with the first healthcare professional that comes your way, and that dads get a really rough deal in the courts these days, which is why Jay has been royally screwed and should be marching every weekend, or chaining himself to public monuments, or at least going to single-dad support groups.
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