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And they all pretend they’re orphans


And their memory’s like a train


You can see it getting smaller as it pulls away


And the things you can’t remember


Tell the things you can’t forget that


History puts a saint in every dream


Well she said she’d stick around


Until the bandages came off


But these mamas’ boys just don’t know when to quit


And Matilda asks the sailors are those dreams


Or are those prayers


So just close your eyes, son


And this won’t hurt a bit . . .


TOM WAITS, Time
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JOYRIDERS


I am the cancer-ridden only son of a dangerous driver who has thoughts about turning herself into a man. The cancer is in my testicle. The left one. Every day it’s getting worse. Black, tarry urine is coming out of me. My goolie is the size of a tennis ball. I won’t even begin to describe the smell. A couple of weeks ago – just before school finished up for the summer – I was merely hobbling my whiffy way to an early grave. Now I am a swollen, leaky infestation liable to cark it at any moment. This was the story she had for them after Mattie Conlon put cop Lawless onto us.


Ma had borrowed Mattie’s car without asking him. I think it was the fourth time in less than three weeks she’d borrowed it. Maybe the fifth. Let’s go, she yelled out through the rolled-down passenger window when she spotted me on Station Hill, and without fully stopping she reached over and opened the passenger door.


Where are we off to this time? I asked her, as soon as I had jumped in and buckled up.


Don’t ask unnecessary questions, she said, and sped away again.


She took the fast road out of town and joined the by-pass and we were soon at top-speed, giving chase to the hi-velocity jeeps and super-cars zipping their effortless way. Are we off to the big city? I asked, straining for a glance at the large road signs flashing by, but received no answer. She didn’t say a word as she drove, just kept her hands on the steering wheel, her eyes peeled on the way ahead, as though at any moment along the open road was suddenly going to materialize whatever it was she was searching for on these helter-skelter spins.


Mattie’s car suited her driving style. And so did the two-lane road. She weaved her way in between slower-moving cars, took the shortest route around bends, a determined-to-leave-everything-behind look never leaving her face. She sped by suited men driving smooth cars. Some of them were talking into phones and during her overtaking manoeuvre Ma slowed a little and made a telephone out of her hand, caught the driver’s attention by waving it as though she was having a fit while mouthing an enthusiastic Call Me. She sped by happy families tucked safely away inside cars large as buses, opened wide her mouth and inserted her make-me-puke finger. She sped by large lorries and waved out at the burly men driving them. One or two beeped back at her as though they were the best of friends. She sped by boy-racers, pouted her lips at them and blew kisses off the palm of her hand.


For a while we drove pretty much alongside the railway tracks. She slowed down some more and I thought she was waiting for the train to appear so that she could have something new to race against. Then she speeded up again and I thought we had missed the train and that she had decided to try and catch it. Soon the road swerved away from the tracks and I wondered what her next target might be. At some point she reached over and turned on the radio, fiddled with the knob. Through the static came a song I’d never heard and I clamped my hands over my ears when she started to sing along. After a few minutes she turned the thing off and she had both hands on the steering wheel again, was peering intently.


Like the times before, we drove until the petrol light came on. This time she swung off the main road and found another road and from there she turned onto another road, one that narrowed and narrowed, and the further we drove the narrower it became and either side of us tree branches reached out and bushes rubbed and scratched against Mattie’s car. Soon one long tuft of grass appeared in the middle of the road and more and more tree branches reached and out-of-control bushes crowded the way until it seemed that nature had decided that this road was an unnecessary road and that it and any vehicles on it, and any passengers in those vehicles, ought to be squeezed out of existence.


You’re going to get us lost, I said, when it seemed we could go no further.


Would I let something like that happen?


I’d say so, I replied.


Do you want to drive? she said to that, and there wasn’t much talking for the remainder of this particular trip.


Somehow we found the way out of there, but not before all the petrol ran out. We had to temporarily abandon the car and walk two or three miles until we came upon a little shop in front of which stood the loneliest-looking petrol pump I had ever seen. Remember, you’re as good as dead, Ma told me as she disappeared inside the shop. A few minutes later she was back to me with an eyebrow, a nod, and a plastic container that she filled from the pump.


It was near dark by the time we got back. For some reason the town lights had not come on – maybe there was a power cut or the ESB men were not happy and had decided to pull the plug – either way it didn’t matter because a big moon was hovering, like a saviour lighting up the place, and I couldn’t stop looking at it. Ma drove to our part of town and when we pulled up outside our house Lawless was parked along our road, patiently waiting. Straightaway he recognized Mattie’s car and he stepped out of his squad car and made his way purposefully towards us.


Uh-oh, I said, we’re in for it this time.


The words were hardly out of my mouth and Lawless was knuckling the driver-side window. Hey, kid, she said, looking my way. I’ve got the moon in my pocket. Don’t ever forget that. Then she winked at me, rolled down her window, and switching on her famous smile, turned to face the newest trouble in her life.




FLUKEY


This was the summer after all the money disappeared. One minute it was here. The next it had vanished. All of it. Without trace. Annie the scryer had predicted it happening ages ago but nobody had listened to her. Now they were all interested in what she had to say. Couldn’t wait to hear about the next disaster in store for us. A hurricane. Flood waters. Famine. It didn’t matter. Now that all the money had vanished, everyone had their eyes and ears ready for all manner of doom.


Don’t ask me why. Take a walk through the streets of our town and you would have seen all the disaster you wanted. Boarded-up windows, women crying into empty handbags, the Slug Doyle’s protesting fist. There was a huge crack in the road going across Violin Bridge. Any minute now the unfinished shopping centre looked as though it was going to topple over. March into the bank and say, stick ’em up, this is a robbery, and you wouldn’t be long finding out where things stood. Go ahead, help yourself, they’d tell you, handing over the keys to the vaults. You won’t find a bean in here. I didn’t care about any of that. After the latest high drama with Ma, I reckoned it was about time I took a good look for my da.


I had a feeling it might be Flukey Nolan. We both had thin arms, shoulders not worth talking about, moles. Rosy cheeks and itty-bitty curls. Like me, Flukey had a habit of wandering about the place on his own. He was fond of the Swamp. And though I hadn’t seen him in a while, he used to be around the house all the time. He and Ma were not shy together. The more I thought about it the more certain I became. If I had money and Patsy Fagan was taking bets on who is my da, I would have walked into his betting shop and put it all on Flukey Nolan. I couldn’t wait to bump into him in the back lane and inform him of my discovery, let him know that from here on we would be living under the same roof, doing stuff together, thinking up schemes.


My first mistake was telling Ma. She had a good laugh for herself when I put it to her. If the sucked-in cheeks and rippling forehead lines were anything to go by, it was clear I couldn’t have come out with a more ridiculous proposition.


Tell me something, Jason, what age are you now? she asked me when she took some time out from her laughing.


Nearly twelve, I said.


Nearly twelve. That’s great, she said, now shaking her head as though she didn’t believe me. Twelve years old and he wants to know who his da is.


I know who it is, I said. It’s Flukey Nolan.


That set her off laughing again. Practically bent over in two she was. And the choking sounds out of her. Thought I might have to slap her hard on the back when she lost her breath.


Flukey is many things, she managed to say when at last she calmed down. But one thing he’s not, is your da.


Are you sure about that? I said, giving her my narrow eyes, by now thinking that all the laughing and face-making had to be a decoy, that if I kept at her she might let slip something, provide a clue she couldn’t take back. She didn’t though. She hadn’t another word to say on the matter. And when I did keep at her, the laughter wasn’t long running out and she threw her arms into the air, warned me a fair amount of distance out of her way.


Our town was slap-bang in the middle of the country, miles from anywhere, and built inside a hole made out of bog, weeds, mulch, and the soggiest soil you might ever see. If that wasn’t bad enough, we were surrounded by a dirty black drain that spent its time fooling everyone into thinking it was a river. There were two sides to our town. The rich side on the hill beyond the railway tracks and the side we lived on. The ghetto, Ma called it.


I went walking down the back lane. Of all the places in the ghetto, the back lane was the place to hang out. Anybody who was anybody on our road wanted to be seen out here, taking a stroll through the muck, hanging out by the ditch trees, making conversation about the Swamp in the wasteland beyond. It was a good place to find Flukey wandering.


Along came Harry Brewster and Fergal Flood. Harry’s ears didn’t work very well, and Fergal had only one good eye. So they went around together. Harry described what he saw. Ah would you look, Fergal, Bliss Flynn has gone and cut her hair. Fergal listened to all the gossip. Get a load of this, Harry, the Slug Doyle says if they come knocking on his door one more time he’s going for his axe. It wasn’t a bad system. On a good day, the pair of them were convinced they could run the entire country. But that usually kept until they were down town, perched on their stools, deep into their fifth or sixth stout inside McMorrow’s dimly lit pub.


Along came Patrick Fox, squeezing out through his broken-down back gate, along with Rommel and Himmler, his mongrel dogs.


Hello Jason Lowry, he said, as we passed each other. Have you yet met anybody better than yourself?


I have in my arse, I told him, without breaking stride.


Do you hear that Rommel and Himmler? Patrick said after me, shaking his head at his mongrels as though it was the saddest thing he had ever heard. Young Jason has yet to meet someone better than himself.


Along came Lily Brennan, arrived all the way from Threepenny Terrace. Lily fancied herself as the star nose around here. Reckoned she knew what was going on before the sun came up and shined a light. Old Tom Redihan has started talking to the trees. That Joyce girl’s mother ran away with her father’s best friend. Fat Grehan is after getting married to the nanny. There was no doubt in her voice, she had the fast track on everyone. Along she came, the barrel shape on her waddling down the lane, at long last nearing the end of her daily nose about, a task that involved getting up at the crack of dawn and asking lots of questions she already knew the answers to. Look at you, she said to me every time we bumped into each other. You look just like your mother. That old wheezebag, I’d hear the Slug Doyle say, reckons she can hear the things people are thinking about. Today I was tempted to ask her what was Da thinking about. Then I thought: don’t get into any of that with an old wheezebag.


Just when I thought I could continue my search in peace and quiet, along came Brains and No-brains McManus. They were four or five years older than me. Maybe more. Martin McManus was Brains. He could speak properly and often did before using his black, kick-hard boots. Mark McManus was No-brains. He wore an army jacket and matching brim hat that had a selection of tiny pistols and knives and swords dangling from it, the kinds of things you might get inside good Christmas crackers. A white band circled his hat with thick, blue marker-writing that said I am a killer. For as long as I’d known him he’d been wearing the hat. So far as I knew he hadn’t killed anyone.


Look who it is, said No-brains after they had blocked my path and spent a ridiculous amount of time giving me their will-we-or-won’t-we-mash-his-head-in look.


It’s the boy from the hood, said Brains, flicking my pulled-up hoodie.


The most dangerous pipsqueak alive, said No-brains.


How is your ma? said Brains, the other one already starting to get excited.


The aliens have abducted her, I told him.


We’d like to see your ma, said No-brains, a stupid smirk lighting up his face.


Join the queue, I said to that.


I don’t see a queue, said No-brains, and his brother gave him a look before passing it on to me.


Like I said. She’s gone to the moon for the weekend.


It’s not the weekend, you pillock, said No-brains. It’s Tuesday morning.


Well, I’ll be sure to tell her that when she gets back.


No-brains leaned in to me, pushed me over. For a second it was odds-on he was going to crack me one, open my nose most likely, at the very least I’d have a purple eye. Meantime, his brother had grabbed my legs and was yanking my tackies away from my feet. As soon as he had, he tossed them into the ditchwater.


You give your ma a message from me, said Brains, now jabbing my chest with his dirty finger. Tell her, I’ve got what she wants.


Tell her we’ve got plenty of what she wants, No-brains threw in for good measure, tapping the buckle of his belt, and Brains looked to his brother as if to say, I should have strangled you when you were little.


Their good work done, Brains gestured to his brother and the pair of them walked off. No-brains turned round to me and drew a slow finger across his neck. In case I thought I was getting off the hook, I supposed. He stumbled over a rock as he was doing it and his brim hat fell off. Brains kicked his backside when he bent down to pick it up. I picked myself up, wiped the dirt off and looked into the ditchwater. My tackies were already sinking more or less out of sight. I didn’t care. Wiped more dirt off myself and kept going.




THE GIRL AT THE SWAMP


Through the ditch trees I could make out the Swamp. Drifts of steam floated above the surface scum. Nettles bunched around the cracked edges. Giant dock-leaves spread out and fluttered. There were midges and clammy webs. Flies dizzy with excitement. Long, reedy grasses pointed to the never-ending sky. Ladybirds crawled all over the place.


The girl was there. Sitting on my rock near the hidden pools. A wisp of a thing in dungarees, elbows on her knees, chin in her hands, looking out across the scumwater, towards the ridge banking up onto the railway tracks. Hey! I called in to her. That’s my rock you’re on. She didn’t even look at me.


The council men were at the far side of the Swamp. Leaning against the wonky KEEP OUT sign. In their hard hats and high-vis jackets. Looking important. They’d been obsessed with the Swamp since the start of summer. Someone noticed how it was rising even though it had hardly rained, and they wanted to find out why. One or two were wading around the edges of the Swamp, testing to see how deep it was. They waded around in wellingtons and dipped their rods and made notes in their little pads. They didn’t like anyone being in here on account of the hidden pools and rising water. Your KEEP OUT sign is drowning, I was about to shout over at them, but they were already fed up slopping about in scummy water. This is thirsty work, I heard one of them say, and the rest of them weren’t long agreeing. They packed up and left.


When I looked again the girl was in the water. It didn’t look like she could swim, didn’t look like she was trying too hard to stop herself from sinking. Hey! I yelled, breaking into a mad dash, and then tripping over some bindweed as I lurched for and then lunged over the edge of the Swamp. Stretching over the water’s edge, I reached out both my arms and the daft loon tried to bat them out of her way. She had all but disappeared when I dipped my arms into the dirty water and managed to get a grip on her shoulders. I yanked her up, and dragged her kicking and spluttering onto the reedy grass. She was sopping wet, breathless, and red in the face. I could see her chest rising up and down, the dirty water dripping off her.


I looked around to see if anyone was knocking about. It was just the two of us. She was sitting up now, facing the Swamp, and had wrapped her arms around her bunched knees. I took off my hoodie and threw it round her.


At once she whipped it off. I picked it up and tried again, but she raised her arms along with a glare that warned me off. For a minute or two she sat staring into the water without saying a word. Then she looked me up and down and started laughing.


You’re the second person who’s laughed at me today.


Only the second?


Hey! I saved you from drowning.


What do you want from me? A medal? Eternal gratitude?


A simple thanks might be enough.


Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you. Now go away and leave me alone.


I’m not going anywhere.


Then do sit down, will you? You’re blocking my view.


By now she had slid onto my rock. She was still staring out across the Swamp and not looking too bothered about being soaking wet.


Just so we’re clear, I told the girl, standing fully in front of her. That’s my rock you’re on.


What are you going to do? Beat me up?


It won’t come to that. Now scram.


Scram! Oh, you’re funny.


Keep it up. You won’t be laughing when your mouth is full of swamp again.


Ha! One minute you’re pulling me out. The next you’re kicking me back in. Now stop acting like a child. There’s room for the two of us.


She slid over a little bit. She was about my age and I didn’t want her thinking she was getting the upper hand on me. I could’ve pushed her off the rock, back into the Swamp. I could’ve walked away like a sap.


You can sit there for another twenty minutes. Then I’ll be expecting an empty rock.


You’re a tough fellow too, aren’t you?


That’s right, pigtails. I’m husky and tough and there will be blood if you don’t get off my rock.


Oh, good! I like blood.


How long are you going to sit there for?


I don’t know. Until doomsday. Maybe I’ll wait for the train.


She looked out across the Swamp, towards the railway tracks. She had a blotchy bruise on the side of her neck. Freckles either side of her nose. The sun was out today and long, shadowy tree branches stretched out in front of us, mingling with the scum and mist over the Swamp.


Did you jump into the Swamp on purpose?


I think I’ll let you figure that one out, genius boy.


What happened your neck?


Questions, questions. Everybody is always asking questions. Do they never tire, I ask myself? Now please. Do sit down. You’re making me nervous.


For some reason I did as I was told. She was right, as it turned out. There was room on the rock for both of us. She seemed happy enough with the arrangement and I decided I’d let her stay for a little while, not kick her out of there. She kept gazing at the tracks, as though the arrival of this train she was expecting was going to be a momentous occasion. It made me think of the way Ma liked to perch for hours on end on the step outside our front door, smoking her roll-ups and sipping from her glass. What she was expecting was anybody’s guess.


The train is late, I said.


Doesn’t matter. Where I’m going I may not need the train.


Where’s that, then?


I was thinking Egypt in the time of the pharaohs.


Never been there.


Oh, you should go. They know so much, the Egyptians. Invented paper, you know. And writing.


The Egyptians?


Last week I was at the Colosseum in Rome. You would not believe the crowds. Lots of blood too, once the gladiators arrived, you’d have liked it. Before that I trekked across the Russian Steppes. Don’t go there. It’s freezing. That’s why I’m off to Egypt. I could do with some sun and sand. Where are you off to?


Nowhere.


That’s no good. You’ll need to find yourself somewhere to go. A destination.


You should talk to my ma. She’s always looking to go someplace. Except she prefers to take Mattie Conlon’s car rather than the train. I’m not going anywhere until I find Flukey Nolan.


Flukey Nolan?


That’s right. He’s my da.


Never heard of him.


I might ask the scryer.


The scryer?


Yep. She knows things. She’s a good person to ask.


Never heard of her either. Do you think I am growing knockers?


Huh?


I’m going to be a celebrity when I’m big. I need to grow knockers as soon as possible. And not just your average size. You know, they need to stand out in a crowd. So?


So, what?


Do you think they’re growing?


No.


Have you got any cigarettes?


No.


Booze?


No.


What have you got? Not much if your feet are anything to go by.


I shrugged my shoulders. Took a look towards the back lane trees. Saw Old Tom Redihan standing beside them, nodding away. The girl was talking again.


My father has been crying for a year. He does it resting his elbows on the kitchen table and holding his face in clenched fists. After a while he slams his fists onto the table and yells at the top of his voice.


Does your ma not say anything? You know, when he is slamming and shouting?


Mother’s gone.


To the Russian Steppes?


Ha! You are funny. If only you didn’t ask so many useless questions.


If you’re going to be a celebrity when you’re big, what are you doing jumping into the Swamp?


This time it was her turn to shrug. Shrug and stare off into the distance as though I was no longer present. I tried thinking of something else to say, something that wasn’t a question.


I’m going down town to look for my da. Do you want to come?


Not really.


I might go up the hill later. You can see for miles. Do you want to come up there?


No thanks.


It’s really good when it gets dark and the lights come on.


I’ll stay here.


But . . .


But what?


If I leave, you might . . . you know . . . take another running jump.


Well, if I do, I’ll be sure to holler for my new hero.


If I leave, promise me you won’t jump in.


Maybe.


Promise.


OK, OK. I promise. I promise with all my beating blood not to jump. There. Satisfied?


I decided not to say anything else. Just wait for the girl to start talking about the sand in Egypt or the Steppes in Russia or some other faraway place I’d never heard of. But she didn’t say another word. And when I looked at her again I could tell she was far, far away. Gazing off into the distances of the voyage she was on. Chin in hands. Elbows on knees. I slid off the rock, looked at her one more time and picked my way out of there. I’d nearly made it back to the ditch trees when I heard her calling out.


Hey, you! Boy!


Listen to her! Boy, she was calling me. Who did she think she was calling me boy? All three feet nothing of her. With her uppity voice. Like a numpty, I turned round.


Are you sure I’m not growing knockers?


I shook my head vaguely, scratched my way quickly through the trees, crossed the ditch and already I was thinking: I need to put a lot of distance between myself and this loon. Like about three weeks’ worth of Ma’s driving.




MCMORROW’S DIMLY LIT PUB


Once upon a time, long before I knew I would be out and about on a useless search for him, I had a drink with Flukey in McMorrow’s dimly lit pub. Step this way, Flukey had said to me after spotting me on the down-town street. He’d even held the door open for me.


It was my first time in the pub, a dark dungeon of a room with a beery smell and no windows. Flukey quickly made himself comfortable at one end of the counter, stared into the glass put in front of him. The black abyss, he called it. Harry Brewster and Fergal Flood were at the other end, busy running the country. Shirley Halligan was behind the counter pulling drink. Meantime, Barry the bank clerk was sitting at the low table by the wall, in his stripey suit and pink shirt and long shoes, the kind that went on long after feet end, and the wondering head on him because his mobile phone wasn’t working.


I sat into a stool beside Flukey, tried to catch his misty eyes, and when I did he put a bottle of Fanta in front of me. We sat side by side for the next few minutes without saying a word to each other. Beside us, the steady mumble out of Harry and Fergal. Behind the bar, Shirley looking silently up at the portable television. And all the time from the low table by the wall, a procession of tutting and swearing coming out of Barry the bank clerk.


You know why I love this place? Flukey eventually said to me, leaning over in a low-down voice. There is no coverage for mobile phones. Then he started chuckling away to himself and it did not look like he was going to stop. I have a theory, he said to me when he finally calmed down again. Do you want to hear what it is? I’m going to tell it to you whether you do or don’t. Of course I wanted to hear it, couldn’t wait to hear Flukey’s theory, but Flukey didn’t seem to be in any rush, had lifted up his black glass, was taking what must have been the slowest drink in the history of drinking. There is no escape, he said when he had at long last finished swallowing and set down his glass again, and left it at that. Then he climbed down off his stool and shuffled over to try and convince Barry the bank clerk he had an idea that would make the pair of them the richest men in the world.


There was no sign of Barry the bank clerk today. He’d long given up on McMorrow’s after his unhappy mobile phone experience, not that he had much need for the thing these days. There was no sign of Flukey either, but as far as pubtime went it was still early, and I sat into the same stool I’d sat in that time before.


Harry and Fergal were propping up the centre of the counter. Another lad, so old he must have owed the graveyard a few hundred years, was sitting at the far end, sipping from a glass with one ice cube in it. Times must have been tough for him. Another lad was wandering around the pub in short, staggered shuffles. His drink-arm shaking so much that beer was spilling out of his glass. His jittery eyes searching the dark, empty spaces of the barroom as though there was someone lurking. A woman sat by herself at one of the low tables by the wall. An unlit cigarette was dangling from her red lips as though she was at any minute expecting a prince charming to come along and light it for her. Then again, it was possible she wasn’t even aware that a cigarette was resting between her lips. Her skin was so white, paler than white, flesh the sun never shone on. The lad with the shaking drink-arm approached her. I thought he was going to say something to her, maybe point out the unlit cigarette, offer her a light, and then whisk her away from her troubles in the chariot he had waiting outside. Pumpkin bus, more like. But he didn’t say or do any of that. He just stood there, half-leaning into her, half-leaning away, the drink-arm on him shaking like it had workings of its own, the beer in the glass he was holding swishing to and fro like the early signs of a storm at sea.


A card game was going on at the other table. I didn’t recognize any of the players, hadn’t seen their faces before, and if the way they were concentrating on the cards was anything to go by, now was not a good time to start finding out.


I made myself comfortable in the high stool. Took out from my pocket an imaginary euro coin, set it spinning on the counter. Nobody paid any attention. I slapped the coin down in front of me. Shirley looked over.


I suppose you want a double whiskey.


No thanks, Shirley. Gave up the whiskey years ago. I’ll have a bottle of Fanta, please. And a packet of peanuts. Have one yourself while you’re at it. It’s on me.


Shirley gave me the long and stern look she saved for her favourite customers. She reached for a bottle of Fanta, cracked it open, tossed a coaster in front of me, set down a glass and began to pour.


Keep the change, I told her, pushing the invisible coin in front of me. She gave me the long look again. Pushed the coin back towards me.


Fanta is on the house this afternoon, she said, and threw down a packet of nuts.


Harry and Fergal were talking low. I had my ears with me, though, could hear them running the country, the shite-and-all mess left for them to tidy up. Today, Fat Grehan was to blame. Last week, it had been Martin Power and his sidekick, Leech McGrath. Before that, if I remember correctly, it had been a pair of emptyheads called Peadar Skelly and Frank Diamond. And before that again, it was a snake in the grass called Prunty and an auctioneer with a crooked smile went by the name of Freeman. Today, everything was down to Fat Grehan. Wrecked the place Fat Grehan had. The damage done was irreversible. Irreversible. That’s the word Harry and Fergal were using. So good a job had Fat Grehan made of things, they were talking about it all over Europe. England and France were talking about it. And the Germans were raging. And if there was one set of people you didn’t want to be raging, it was the Germans. Bad and all as those dirty, rotten English bastards had been for eight hundred million years or however long it was, it was going to seem like a wine and cheese-cracker picnic along the banks of sludge river by the time the Germans were through with us.


Mention of wine and cheese-cracker picnics quickly brought on talk of times past. Do you remember? Harry began, and that’s all it took. Do you remember? Around here the three holiest words a man could speak. As though he could not bear to be in the time he was now living through. As though the future was a place too awful to contemplate. Do you remember when you had a harking for something all you had to do was ask? If it was a new car you were after, you picked up the phone, called the bank and waiting for you at the end of the line was chirpy Barry asking for your details so that he could swiftly send on the price of the new car. If you wanted to stop working and take a year-long cruise around the world. If you wanted to hire a supersonic limousine for your little girl’s first communion day. If you wanted to build a second house in your back garden. Own a place in sunny Spain. Buy fields in Bulgaria. It didn’t matter what you wanted the dosh for. All you had to do was pick up the phone and talk to chirpy Barry. At the end of the day you didn’t even have to have a reason. If you just fancied having ten or twenty thousand weighing down your pocket, word was you could just walk into the bank and ask for it.


And it wasn’t just people living in the country to begin with who’d known all this. They’d heard about it as far away as Russia and Bangladesh and parts of Africa. One lad came all the way from Peru to get a taste of what the country had to offer. But he went home again after drinking six pints of Guinness and receiving an incurable headache. Everybody else, though. They were all showing up at the bank, crowding into chirpy Barry’s office and then dashing around the place like let-loose maniacs to spend what they had asked for.


Not any more.


Thanks to Fat Grehan, the town, the country, the entire world was going under, fast. Every man, woman, boy and child will soon be on the happy pills, Harry said, staring into the glass in front of him. One half of the country on uppers, he said, letting out a heavy sigh. And the other half on downers, Fergal said, letting out a not-so-heavy sigh.


Ha! I bet that lad from Peru was delighted he didn’t stick around. Was going to say it to Harry and Fergal, but they had gripped their glasses in preparation for their daily toast and I didn’t like to interrupt their holy moment. Here’s to another sinking ship, they said, raising their near-empty glasses. To the sinking ship, they repeated as they clinked.


It was nearly fun listening to them. Their doom talk. Their end-is-near wisdom. I was all set to tell them about the girl I saved from drowning and then ask them if they had seen Flukey, when the door swung open and Ma walked in, plonked herself on a barstool and without looking up raised a finger for a drink.


What are you doing in here? she said when at last she spotted me.


This time I knew better than mentioning Flukey. Didn’t want her laughing at me again, not in here in front of everyone.


Shirley put a glass of vodka in front of her. Straightaway she took it and drank it down, ordered another. Looked my way again.


What’s the matter, pipsqueak? Cat got your tongue?


She raised her glass and took a look around the bar, as though she might find answers to her questions. Then, glass in hand, she slid down off her stool and moved towards me.


Look at him, she said, standing behind me now, her spare hand poking me in the back. With his glass of Fanta. Is he looking for someone, I wonder?


Without waiting for me or anyone else to say anything, she moved right up behind the stool I was on, wrapped both arms tightly around me and started swaying. Could feel her boozy breath on my neck, the stink of cheap perfume she liked to put on any time she was going out.


Leave off, Ma, I said, after trying uselessly to shrug her away.


My, my. Touchy, isn’t he? she said, releasing her grip and standing back from me. Again, she looked around the barroom, gestured to the place with a sweep of her drinking arm.


Set up a round of drinks, Shirley. And don’t forget the pipsqueak’s Fanta.


But I didn’t want any more orange. I pushed the unfinished glass away from me, jumped down from the stool and legged it out of there.




RICH HILL


When I couldn’t find Flukey and wanted to steer well clear of Ma and give the rest of the place a miss, be by myself, I made my way up the hill. Past Mel Campbell’s shop at the high end of our road. Over the railway bridge. Already the road was steep, getting steeper all the time. Soon the high walls appeared and the fancy gates. The leafy trees and reliable cars. The air tasted different up here. It tasted of safety and comfort. Of cut lawns and wind chimes and proper perfume and soap and barbecued ribs. Of clean clothes and new flowers and fresh fruit. It tasted of good luck.


I made my way to the house with the unfinished wall. It’s where Fat Grehan lived, he’d moved up the hill a few years ago when he became an overnight millionaire. He hadn’t been around since the start of summer. Word was he did a bunk to London. Packed up in the middle of the night and, just like that, high-tailed it out of town. I didn’t care where he was. What I liked was that Fat Grehan’s place didn’t have a gate that came with a top-secret code. It didn’t have a high wall either. Not yet. It was about halfway done and he’d all the rocks in the world piled up in his driveway, as though he fully intended to get someone to finish it for him. It was some collection of rocks, sand-like and glittery, each piece cut in a slightly different shape and size to the next piece, not the sort of stuff they used for the grey walls that separated the places on our road and on more or less every other road I knew about.


The house was an impossible maze of a place. All split levels and jutting-out ends. Big-view windows, floor-to-ceiling efforts just begging for thrown stones. A couple of sheds out back. And more of the place just as you thought it was going to end, the builders must have been very confused when they were putting it together. It must’ve taken an entire week to walk through, Grehan must’ve found himself lost in there all the time. Maybe that was the idea.
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