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For Peadar and Betty



'And I John saw these things, and heard them.'

Revelation 22:8






I

I was born in a storm. My mother said the thunder was so loud she flinched when it struck, strobes of lightning and slam-dancing winds and volleys of rain for hours until it blew itself out and sloped off like a spent beast.

'I knew you were a boy,' she said. 'Heartburn. Sure sign of a man in your life.'

My name is John Devine. I was christened after the beloved disciple, the brother of James the Great. Our Lord called them the sons of thunder.

'John was Jesus' favourite,' my mother told me. 'The patron saint of printers and tanners and typesetters.'

When she got started on this, it could go on for hours. We were out walking the fields at the back of our house. I was still in short trousers. My mother strode ahead, hell bent on where she was going, and I had to trot to keep up.

'He was the only one to stay awake in the garden while Our Lord sweated blood,' she said. 'After the crucifixion, the emperor brought him to Rome to be flogged and beaten and thrown in a cauldron of boiling oil. They tried to poison him with wine, but the poison rose to the surface in the shape of a snake. In the end they banished him to Patmos, where he wrote the Book of Revelation.'

She took out her handkerchief and dribbled on it.

'The only apostle to escape martyrdom.'

And she wiped my face. The smell was like when you lick yourself, a compound of saliva and tissue and skin. I tried to pull away, but she wouldn't let go until she was satisfied I was clean.

'He died in the year a hundred and one. People believed that once a year his grave gave off a smell that could heal the sick. Just before John passed away, his followers carried him into the assembly at the church of Ephesus and asked him how to live. You know what he said?'

She stuffed the tissue up her sleeve.

'Little children, love one another.'

'That's all?'

'It's enough to be going on with.'





Said my mother, I was still an infant when we moved from the caravan near Ballo strand to a house a couple of miles outside Kilcody. Her mother and father willed it to her when they died. It was always so cold there you could see your breath hang in the air. Vines of ivy crawled across the pebble-dashed walls; weeds strangled the few sticks of rhubarb. There was a sandpit out the back, broken toys and mustard minarets of turd, an orange clothesline dripping laundry.

Every day after school I dragged my schoolbag home like it was a younger brother, let myself into the house and snapped on all the downstairs lights. There was a cactus on our kitchen windowsill, swollen green fingers and prickly white spines. Beside that was Haircut Charlie, the clown's head for planting seeds in, grass growing out of the tiny holes in his skull. A sacred-heart lamp glowed atop the mantelpiece. The floor was new blue linoleum with black patterns. One time a pipe under the sink leaked and we had to tear up the old stuff and underneath was crawling with bulbous pea-green slugs and brown fungus, like deformed bonsai trees.

My mother was still at work when I got home. She cleaned people's houses, and sometimes she took in clothes to be washed or mended. She said you could tell a lot about a person from their dirty laundry.

I'd sit over my homework at the kitchen table, anticipating the squeak of the gate, the parched bark of her cough. If she were late I'd start to worry that she'd been taken, and I'd be sent to an orphanage or made to live with her friend Mrs Nagle or someone else old. But she always came home, shrugging out of her coat and saying she was choking for a cup of tea and a fag.

After the kettle went on she set the fire, placing bits of Zip under the briquettes, blue and orange flames licking at her fingers. Then she hefted the big pot onto the cooker.

'What's for dinner?'

'Pig's feet and hairy buttermilk.'

She spread the tablecloth and set the Delph. There were Polish cartoons on television, followed by the Angelus' boring bongs. My mother looked out the window and smoked while I ate. Her green eyes went grey whenever it rained and her hair was braided halfway down her back. After the washing up, she sat by the fire and read her Westerns. Gusts sobbed in the chimney and the fire spat and crackled.

'Book any good?'

'Ah -'

She slapped it shut, shook a Major's from the box and broke the filter off.

'Too many descriptions. I know what a tree looks like.'

The long nights were hard going. There was nothing to do but stare at the fire or listen to the wind howl around the eaves. The sound reminded my mother of the night I was born.

'You were a typical boy,' she muttered under her breath. 'You came early.'

She screwed the truncated cigarette into a holder, lit it, took a deep breath and hawed a coil of smoke rings.

'It was about the thirty-fourth week.'

Then she leaned down and cranked the bellows, sending firefly flurries up the chimney. The fire blazed and crackled. She let me climb onto her lap, and her long fingers latticed across my stomach.

'There was a storm waiting to happen. The air was full of it.'

Her voice was deep and hypnotic, her breath warm against my crown. I closed my eyes and could almost smell the bonfire smoke as it drifted through the halting site, could see children running around with no trousers on, dogs tearing plastic bags of rubbish asunder. Air pressure like a migraine, pitchfork lightning and growls of thunder.

My mother described how when the storm struck she covered all the mirrors and crawled under her quilt and spread her hands over the swell of her belly, as though to protect me from the flashes of light and the noise. Fear churned her insides, travelled downward and became a clenching of pelvic muscles. She prayed it was a false alarm, tried to will the pangs away, but they intensified.

Her waters broke, soaking her leggings. She grabbed the bag she'd packed and out she went into the furious night and knocked on caravan windows. Nobody answered. Fear came upon her in great black waves. Panic welled up in her chest. But just as she despaired of finding help, a man appeared, unsteady and reeking of stout and sweat, but a man all the same, and he said he'd oblige her with a lift.

He was so jarred it took his Fiat three goes to exit the roundabout. Raindrops burst like pods against the windshield and water coated the road in a gleaming slick. My mother screwed her eyes shut and tried not to vomit or pass out as the waves of pain broke inside her lower parts.

They barely made it. A nurse helped my mother onto a trolley and wheeled her into the elevator cage and up to the delivery ward, no time for an epidural or any of that, just gas and air, my mother gumming on the apparatus like a suckling calf, hair plastered across her forehead, grinning at the midwife.


'You wouldn't happen to have a Baby Powers in your bag of tricks there,' she slurred.

'Be quiet and keep pushing,' said the midwife.

Breathing and pushing and moaning, gas and air and more breathing and pushing and moaning, and then I slithered out. The midwife scooped me up and the obstetrician cut the cord.

'A boy?' my mother asked, lifting her sweaty head.

'Aye,' said the midwife, as she wrapped me in a terry-towel.

'Any extras? Harelip? Flippers?'

'Whisht,' said the midwife.

The obstetrician looked me over, pronounced me hardy as a foal.

'He used to kick like one,' said my mother, and sank back into the pillows.

The recovery ward was full of nightgowned, slippered women, their faces flushed with fatigue. The rooms were warm and stuffy and my mother couldn't sleep. Soon as she could walk she called a taxi and took us home to the caravan. She padded the top drawer of an old teak dresser with blankets for a bassinet and placed me in it. Then the trouble started.

'You were a holy terror,' she said, mashing her fag into the seashell at her feet. 'You got in a knot with the colic and wouldn't let me sleep a wink. No sooner fed than you had to be winded. Then you'd poss up, and you'd be hungry again, so I'd feed you a second time, and as soon as I'd put you down to sleep you'd dirty your nappy, so I'd have to take you back up, and you'd be wide awake and hungry all over again. You had me vexed, son.'

For weeks she didn't get to finish a cup of tea or sit down to a proper meal. She barely spoke, and when she did it was through a veil of exhaustion, with a two-second satellite delay. Bad thoughts came. Fear for this tiny thing in her care, all kinds of wicked shadows snarling and pawing at the door. Some nights her moods got so moribund she harboured thoughts of putting a pillow over my head so as to get it over with quick.

'What stopped you?'

'You weren't baptised yet.'

Night after night I wailed my beetroot head off, and my mother walked the floor and patted my back in time with the songs playing on the local radio station, her walking, me bawling. One night, maybe three or four in the morning, the news came on. The man reading the headlines said the Met Office had issued a storm warning: gale-force winds, possible flooding. People were advised to stop home except for emergencies.

I went on caterwauling, and my mother rocked me in the crook of her shoulder, breathing my newborn smell. She held me to her breast and murmured into my pink cockleshell ear, 'It's an ill wind, son.'

And for no other reason than to drown out my squalling, she began to sing, the first thing that came into her head. As soon as I heard that sound, I fell silent. The song died in her mouth and she stared, stunned, as my eyelids came down and my body went limp. She laid me in my crib, checked my breath with her compact.


'At last,' she sighed, and crawled into bed.

It was the queerest thing, said my mother, but ever after that, I slept peacefully, ten hours a night. Provided she sang.

And I believed her, because a mother's word is gospel to her son.





Sundays we put on our good clothes and walked two miles to Mass in the village, a starched shirt collar gnawing into the back of my neck, my mother's perfume more potent than any incense. Father Quinn droned the First Letter of St Paul to the Corinthians like a dozy circuit-court judge, and I was bored stupid from listening to desultory hymns, the Eucharistic prayer, the mutters of people receiving Communion. The old ones took the Eucharist on their tongue, the young ones in their palms.

'Body of Christ.'

'Amen.'

More hymn-singing. An early haemorrhage of dossers. The blessing.

'Mass is ended. Go in peace.'

My mother sighed.

'Thanks be to God.'





Every Sunday night after bath time I'd bend over and touch my toes while my mother shone a torch up my scut. The blood-rush made my head swim.

'What you looking for?' I said.


She was sat on the floor, a fag burning in the seashell ashtray beside her. I was about yea big.

'Worms.'

'How do worms get up my scut?'

'They don't.' Her voice was faint, distracted. 'They go in your mouth.'

She cleared her throat.

'Steer clear of swine and creeping things and eaters of carrion and fish that have neither fins nor scales. These are unclean and harbour abominations in their flesh. Leviticus, something-something.'

She switched off the torch and tapped my backside with it, the signal for me to pull up my pyjama bottoms.

'Do people die from worms?'

'It's been known to happen.'

She ran her fingernail along the teeth of a fine-toothed comb. It made a sound like Chinese music.

'But Our Lord said it's not what goes in your mouth that does the damage.'

She began to scour my hair for hoppers.

'It's what comes out.'

I plagued my mother with so many questions about worms she banned the subject. But one day she came home with a book — Harper's Compendium of Bizarre Nature Facts — containing loads of facts and figures about lizards and squids and duck-billed platypuses, and a whole chapter on worms entitled 'The Secret Life of Parasites'. The illustrated plates made my scalp tingle, like the time my head got ringworm. Mrs Nagle told me that ringworm is not actually a worm; it's a fungal infection. The medical name for it is dermatophytosis. You can get it on your body, your groin, your feet, your nails, even your beard. The kind I got was called Tinea capitis.

My mother started in on dinner and asked me to read aloud from the book, said the big words were good practice for school. I flipped straight to the part where it explained that a parasite is an organism that lives on or in another organism, known as the host. Big parasites can grow to dozens of feet in length. Some of the little ones are so tiny you can only see them under a microscope. Some parasites lay eggs; others duplicate themselves like bacteria.

Hunched over the sink, my mother unwrapped grease paper from around a gutted fish. I continued reading.

In ancient Asia and Africa, the book said, the cure for guinea worms was to lie down for a day, or two days, or a week, as long as it took, and slowly wind the worm around a stick to get it out alive. If you jerked it out, it'd break in half and die, infecting your insides. This is where the symbol for medicine comes from, two serpents wound around a staff, the Caduceus. In the Bible, serpents plagued the Israelites, but some people thought that was a poetic way of saying they had worms. In Edwardian times, they laid out the infirm and the consumptive in a room alongside troughs of flesh-fed maggots, believing the smell of ammonia and methane to have healing properties. They called this room the Maggotorium.

'That's the smell that came off St John's grave and healed people,' I said.


Peeling spuds, my mother grunted. I read on.

According to Harper, a nineteenth-century doctor called Friedrich Kuchenmeister tried to demonstrate the evolution of the bladderworm into the tapeworm by feeding infected blood sausage to a convicted murderer four months before the man's execution. After the convict was put to death, they cut him open and found five-foot tapeworms in his stomach.

Eyes squeezed tight, my mother removed a slug from the heart of a cabbage and dropped it into the pedal bin. She plucked the cigarette from her mouth and looked at it.

'You know,' she said, squinting through fag-smoke, 'people say what doesn't kill you makes you stronger. Don't believe a word of it. What doesn't kill you just makes you sick. And what makes you sick -'

She ran a tap over her cigarette. It sizzled out.

'- Kills you.'





One school day Guard Canavan came to the Presentation Convent to tell us what happens to bad children when they die. He was a big tree-trunk of a man, dressed all in the same shade of navy blue, a voice so deep you felt rather than heard it.

'Do you know where bad boys and girls go, boys and girls?' he said.

No one answered except for Danny Doran, who put his hand up and said, 'England?'

Guard Canavan shook his head.

'No, but you're close. They get picked up and thrown in the back of a big Black Maria that drives them down to hell, where the devil sticks them on the end of his toasting fork and roasts them over the hot coals and eats them alive, and what comes out his other end gets flushed down the drain and into a lake of everlasting fire. The only way to stop this from happening is to go to confession every Saturday. That means saying sorry to God when you do bad things.'





'God save all here.'

Mrs Nagle's benediction at the doorstep was my mother's cue to shoo me upstairs so I wouldn't be putting in my spake where there was grown-ups talking. As they supped tea in the kitchen, I bellied down on the landing and earwigged on the gossip. There were biscuits down there; I could hear them.

My mother heaved a great sigh.

'What am I going to do with him, Phyllis?'

Because we had a visitor, she was using her telephone voice, pronouncing all her -ings. I crept all the way downstairs and peeped around the door.

'He won't come out of himself. I'm afeared he'll grow up morbid.'

Mrs Nagle made sympathetic throat noises. She was a tall mannish woman with a loud hee-haw of a voice. Always went by Mrs, even though she'd never married. She lived in a draughty stone cottage about a quarter-mile down the road, right next to the freshwater well, the ownership of which was the subject of some dispute. Mrs Nagle maintained it was on her property and erected a Keep Out — Private sign at the mouth of the narrow lane that led to the pump. This didn't go down well with the locals, particularly Harry Farrell.

At that time, Harry was an impudent jack-of-all-trades who could be seen riding his Honda 50 around the back roads at all hours of the day or night. He took a shine to my mother and was always offering to do jobs around the house. Every birthday without fail he sent me a tenner in an envelope. As I got bigger, it became a twenty. My mother made me put most of it in the post office. Said he was like the godfather I never had.

Harry was a hard worker when he was sober. My mother sometimes got him to chop logs or strim the hedge or take clippers to the overhanging trees. But when he hit the drink he'd hock his bike and tools and chainsaw and stay in the pubs until he ran out of money, at which point he'd sleep for a week, straighten up and go looking for work all over again.

Harry — or Har The Barrel as he became known when his weight ballooned after finally giving up the drink for good — was livid when he saw Mrs Nagle's hand-painted Keep Out sign. He could be heard arguing in Donahue's that the well had been public property since god was a boy and that old biddy had no claim on it. And when he was really jarred he'd brag that since the day that sign went up, he never passed the well without availing of the opportunity to tap his bladder, polluting its crystal waters with his own off-yellow tributary. When Mrs Nagle got wind of this affront, she flew into a rage and, according to my mother, requisitioned a hurling stick from some young lad on the way home from school, stalked into the village and prowled from pub to pub until she found Har, whereupon she bet him from one end of the street to the other, bet him scaldy. Since that day, a savage grudge festered in Har's heart.

'What age is the chap?' Mrs Nagle brayed, adjusting her wool knit hat, the one that looked like the base of an acorn turned upside down.

'Seven,' my mother replied. 'No, eight.'

'The age of reason.' Mrs Nagle dunked a digestive and took a bite. Maybe a Marietta.

'Put him out in the fresh air,' she said, biscuit pulp bulging her cheek. 'Sunlight is nature's tonic. It cures rickets, goitre, skin conditions, ulcers and certain cancers. He'll grow feeble if he stays inside all day. Simple-minded.'

The sibilance sprayed soggy crumbs on the good tablecloth.

'He should be vigorous.'

'Vigorous,' my mother repeated, tearing the filter off a Major.

Mrs Nagle nodded.

'Mm-hm. The young men now are not like the young men in our time, Lily. They're pure fools in comparison.'

The rasp of a match.

'You're not wrong, Phyllis.'

My mother had her humouring voice on, like when I'd gab her ear off but she wasn't really paying attention.

'Know what I put it down to, Lily?'

'Tell me, Phyllis.'


'Porter. Drink is the proven causation of dropsy, jaundice, gout, colic, peevish irritability, catarrhs of the mouth and stomach. It's the ruination of young men. The reason they won't do a tap of work, god blast 'em for chaps.'

And my mother said: How much more abominable and filthy is man, which drinketh iniquity like water.'

But Mrs Nagle always had to get the last word in.

'The devil has no end of work for those hands.'





So after that I got rooted out of bed early to help weed the flowerbeds and pick blackberries and all kinds of outside stuff. At that hour it was so cold the air tasted like it was doused with mint. Berry juice stung the briar cuts and nettle welts on my hands. And because the sky had been rumbling like a big belly during the night, my mother had mushrooms on the brain.

'The three things you need for mushroom picking,' she said, 'are thunder, rain and cow-dung.'

We struck off for the far bog. My mother took great yard-long strides across the wet grass and clutched a punnet to her chest. I hurried in her footsteps, hair cowslicked with morning mist. We squelched across marshy wallow ground, circumnavigating a still pond filmed with green scum and circled by midges and gadflies. My mother pointed out all the different kinds of moss and fungus, puffballs and toadstools, lichen and liverwort, reeds and rushes and bulrushes, wrack and bladderwrack. She grasped the top rung of a five-bar gate, about to mount it, but just before pulling herself up she stopped and cocked her head.

'Whisht.'

We took root, listening.

'I don't hear anything,' I whispered.

'Shhht.'

Some sort of mewling. She put her punnet down.

'A kitten maybe.'

Her eyes searched the humps of grass. Again, that sound, small and hurt and pitiful.

She peered into the gripe and pointed to a bed of briars. A hare, stretched out, its eyes swollen and suppurating, like soft wounds.

'Is it sick?' I said.

'Mixo.'

She took out her fags, cupped a match and sucked in smoke and contemplated the hare. Its hindquarters were caked with dried scutter.

'We may put it out of its misery,' she said. 'Break its neck.'

Her hand rested on my shoulder.

'You may do it, son. My nerves are not up to it.'

I stepped back, shaking my head.

'I can't.'

'You have to. It's not fair to let it suffer.'

My fingers were sweaty. I wiped them on my trousers.

'I thought killing was a sin.'

'Not if it's a mercy killing.'

I didn't want to go anywhere near the sick hare, but I had to obey my mother.

'All right,' I said.

She squeezed my shoulder.


'Good man. Do it quick.'

I crouched down beside the hare, peering deep into the bleeding wells of its eyes. I lunged and snatched it up by the scruff. It bucked weakly as both my hands closed around its neck.

'Not like that.' My mother rolled her eyes. 'I said break its neck, not choke it.'

She mimed snapping a stick of kindling.

I adjusted my grip and squeezed my eyes shut. I drove my knee into the back of the hare's neck and pulled the head and belly towards me simultaneously. There was a sound like a knuckle crack. The hare took fit. I tossed it on the grass and watched its body twitch and finally go limp. My mother got the toe of her boot under the belly, hefted her leg and sent the hare's corpse arcing into the ditch.

'C'mon,' she said. 'Those mushrooms won't pick themselves.'






The big old crow invaded my dreams. I didn't know where he'd come from or what he was supposed to mean.



He spirals out of a hole in the belly of heaven from which the angered gods cast him, to helicopter-hover, bone tired and hungry and scanning for carrion.



See how far he has fallen. Once there was wind and thunder when he flapped his wings. Huns and heathens feared him. He heralded the sun into the sea and down through the underworld, and lent his form to Morrigan, goddess of war and fate and death, who wore his cloak as she flew low over the battlefields, spurring her warriors to berserker fits and spasms.


What happened, Old Crow?



Maybe it was as St Golowin said: once upon a time you sported brightly coloured wings, but after Adam and Eve's banishment from Eden you took to eating the flesh of dead things and it turned your feathers black. Is that it?



But the old black crow (doesn't answer, merely fixes me with baleful yellow eyes, beats his wings against the walls of my dream until the walls fall down, and, stretched to the full of his span, he flaps and cackles and then he's gone.





II

Another year on earth.

Winter melted under drizzle and gave way to the first fine day of spring. My mother pulled on her work boots, sleeves rolled up, hands sheathed in rubber gloves.

'For once and for all,' she said, flexing her fingers, 'I'm going to put manners on this garden.'

She attacked the overgrowth with a slash-hook, decapitating pismires, cut stalks oozing the white ichors of wart treatment. She squatted, skirt bunched up, rocked back on her haunches and wrenched up weeds. She planted her foot on the blade of a spade and overturned the borders, scoured the marl for earthworms and slugs, tossed their bodies onto squirming, itching piles. And when the garden was divested of weeds, and the soil smitten and chastised beneath her boots, she planted a clay-smeared hand against the small of her back and lit a fag and appraised her day's work.

Next morning she arrived back from Purcell's Nurseries with a box of shrubs and cuttings and planted them in the ground, her hands as precise as an artist's.

'Now,' she said.

'Now what?'


'We wait.'

Spring bloomed, the world exploding with wildflowers, and our garden glowed, as though incensed. My mother shaped and tended it and sat out after work as the soil exhaled vapours breathed into its pores by the daylong sun. She plucked four petals from the rose bush and placed them in cruciform across her palm.

'Look,' she said. 'The rosy cross.'

My mother among the flowers.





One stark morning, colder than usual, we looked out and saw the flowers were stricken by a late fall of frost, their frail remains preserved in sepulchral white. My mother pulled a coat on over her nightgown and walked through the deathly petals, her garden's garlands turned to shrivelled wreaths. Disappointment pained her face for a moment, but she banished it with a throw of the head.

'That's the way,' she said, and fumbled for her packet of fags. 'Things die so things are born.'

A flick of lighter flint.

'We'll plant more shrubs in the morning.'





One day soon after my tenth birthday Har Farrell called to the back door.

'Is your mother around?'

He had on an oilskin coat over baggy pants tucked inside green Wellington boots, a big brawny man with a muttonhead on him, smelling of sweat and yeast or hops.

'She's still at work,' I said.

He tipped his head in the direction of the back yard.


'C'mere a second.'

Outside, he'd placed a vicious-looking implement on the chopping block. Propped beside it, a quiver full of arrows.

'Know what this is?'

His breath reeked of the pub, a grown-up smell that suggested a world of unshaven men and darts tournaments and late-night lamping expeditions.

'It's a bow and arrow,' I said.

A smile creased his coarsely stubbled cheeks.

'Close enough. What you're looking at is a hundred and sixty-five pounds of crossbow rifle.'

He picked the weapon up and lovingly ran thick fingers over its various mechanisms.

'Here you've got your trigger,' he said. 'Here you've got your string and cable system. And heeeere — this is the cherry on top, John — an adjustable rifle sight. In theory, she should fire a couple of hundred feet with reasonable accuracy, depending on who's using it of course. Those are alloy arrows. Keep the quiver waxed and you'll get indefinite use out of her. Happy birthday, son.'

He placed the crossbow in my hands. It felt like a very important moment. Like he was bequeathing me some sacred artifact in a tribal rite of passage.

'You're giving this to me?'

He nodded and beamed.

'How does it work?'

He took the crossbow, braced the stock against his shoulder, hauled the bowstring back along the bolt groove with both his hands and cocked it evenly on the latch. Then he plucked an arrow from the quiver and placed it in the breech.

'Like that,' he said, a bit unsteady on his feet. 'Pick a target.'

I scanned the yard and pointed to a tree sticking out of the back ditch.

Har thrust the crossbow back into my hands. He got behind my shoulder and helped me take aim.

'The string centre has to align with the track,' he said, 'otherwise the shot will be off. Remember, the arrow obeys the string, not the bow.'

He arranged my arms like he was Geppetto.

'For best shooting stance,' he said, 'tuck your elbow against your hip, left hand supporting the bow here at the trigger end. You have to lean backwards a bit in order to achieve what's called the point of optimum balance. Safety off. And hold it tight.'

He patted my right pectoral.

'There's a kick off that thing'll break your shoulder if you're not careful. Ready?'

'I think so.'

'Shoot.'

I pulled the trigger. The recoil threw me off balance. The arrow left the track with an exclamatory thunk, sliced through one of my mother's slips hanging from the washing line and sailed into the next field.

'Fuck,' Har said. 'Sorry. Never mind, you'll soon get the hang of it.' He clapped me on the back. 'Just don't point it at anyone.'

As soon as he left, I wrapped the crossbow and quiver in a coal sack and hid it in the cubbyhole under the stairs.

There was a caterpillar and a wasp inside the jamjar. The wasp was ramming his stingers, what Harper called ovipositors, into the caterpillar, injecting eggs through the gaps in its exoskeleton. The caterpillar went into shock. When the wasp finished its business I screwed the lid off and let it fly off. It body-swerved into my mother, returning from the clinic. She swatted at the wasp and continued moving unsteadily up the front path, picking her steps like she was fording a stony stream. Her face was a fright. I'd never seen her look so shook. I asked her what was for dinner, not because I wanted to know, but because I wanted her to return to her normal self. She shook her head and stepped around me and went into the kitchen, moving like she was in a trance. The kettle went on, then the wireless. I shook the jar to try and get a rise out of the caterpillar. No response.

My mother set the fire and made the dinner and called me inside when it was on the table. I ran upstairs and stashed the jar in my bedroom and went to wash my hands.

My mother sipped from her teacup and looked out the window while I ate. She left her own plate mostly untouched. The fire crackled and the sacred heart glowed on the mantelpiece.

'Son,' she said, 'we need to talk.'

I shovelled food in. Hot. I fanned a hand in front of my mouth.


'Uh-huh?'

'I have to go away for a little while soon.'

'Where to?'

'The hospital.'

My fork went down. It was getting dark outside and the wind moaned in the chimney. Winter was coming.

'Why?'

'I have to go for a little rest. It won't be long. Only a week or so.' 'A week?'

An awful empty feeling spread through my stomach. Beside the potted geraniums, Haircut Charlie idiot-grinned atop the windowsill, bizarre tufts of green hair shooting upwards from his perforated skull.

'Why don't you just go upstairs for a lie down?' I said. 'Why do you have to go to the hospital?'

She shook her head, set down her cup.

'Listen. I've arranged for Mrs Nagle to come and mind you. While I'm gone, I need you to be good. It won't be long. When I come home everything will be the way it was. An dtigeann tú?'


'Tigim.'






My mother took a taxi to the hospital. I went to school as per normal and Mrs Nagle came in the afternoons to make dinner. The food was the same, but it tasted different, slightly burnt. Plus, she left the door open when she used the toilet, and I could see her old lady tights puddled around her veiny ankles and thick brown brogues. The same brogues I heard creaking outside when it was my turn to use the bathroom.

Mrs Nagle sent me to bed early most nights so she could watch the telly and shovel chocolates in her mouth. I lay awake and stared at the ceiling and thought about what they could be doing to my mother in the hospital. Every so often I checked the jamjar glass and watched for signs of what was happening inside the caterpillar's body cavity. I waited for the wasp eggs to hatch, imagining the larvae as they tapped into the caterpillar's energy sources, draining it of the will to live, or reproduce, making its little testicles shrivel so it wouldn't want to have any more caterpillar sex. Drinking its blood and devouring everything but the vital organs. If I waited long enough, I'd get to see the larvae burrow out and turn into baby wasps. I'd see the caterpillar's body crumble like the ash on a gone-out fag. And I'd throw open the window and let the baby wasps escape, the caterpillar's death unrevenged by Mother Nature, because Mother Nature doesn't care.





When my mother came home she moved like an old woman and had to take salt baths every evening. One time she called me into the bathroom, I was mortified, but her female parts were all covered with towels, except for where the scar rose up from her lower belly, white-lipped like a Nazi's smile.

'That's from the operation,' she said.

I grunted something in response and made my excuses and left her to her bath.

Even though my mother was on the mend, Mrs Nagle insisted on staying on a bit longer.

'Just till you get back on your feet,' she said. 'I insist.'

That whole time, the house hissed with women's whispering. I hid out in my room and read comics and drew pictures of crows or worms. After a couple of weeks my mother got well enough to go back to work, but Mrs Nagle showed no sign of leaving. No matter how many hints my mother dropped, it didn't seem to register, until one morning there was a row and Mrs Nagle stormed out, complaining that people don't appreciate a good turn any more, and bad luck to the lot of us.

After she left, things got back to normal.

But nothing felt the same.





One night I dreamed there was a nuclear war that blackened and charred the earth. Everything went medieval and the few humans left alive were terrorised and preyed on by giant mutant crows the size of pterodactyls. They plagued the skies like flocks of swastikas, pestering the heavens with their questions.

Cá? Cá?

My native name was Crow Killer John and it was my job to keep the giant birds from preying on the people of my tribe. All day long I stalked the fields around our settlement, keeping watch from the tops of cairns and crannógs, Har's crossbow in hand, protecting the little ones from circling scaldcrows and daws and magpies as big as aircraft cawing where-where-where over and over, their beady eyes trained on us juicy humans, peepers peeled for easy pickings.


Hunger got the better of one fat jackal-eyed boyo. He spotted me and swooped in low. I braced the crossbow stock against my shoulder, closed one eye and focused.


Remember: the arrow obeys the string, not the bow.


The crow loomed huge in the crosshairs.

Closer still, beak open wide, crazy-brained with hunger.

I counted off the seconds.


One.



Two.



Two and a half.


My trigger finger whitened.


Pull!


The arrow took flight, a lightning bolt, skewering the crow. He plummeted to the earth and twitched and flapped and spurted weird green blood as if he were a lawn sprinkler.

'Ha!' I said.

The rest of the pack scattered in panic, but it took them only a moment to regroup. The sky blackened. Some of the crows fell on their fallen comrade and ripped his carcass apart, entrails dripping from their beaks. Others jeered and mocked and prepared to attack.

I dipped into the quiver, extracted another arrow, pulled back the bowstring. Through the crossbow's scope I saw a big black bastard of a hobo crow, bigger than the rest. My finger froze on the trigger. His eyes were huge, like twin kaleidoscopes, whirling and turning and glowing like yellow coals. He opened his beak, and when he spoke it was as if his voice was alive inside my mind.


Sometimes the worm turns, John. Sometimes it turns into a serpent.


Hypnotised, I couldn't tear my eyes away. My hands wouldn't obey me. They turned the crossbow around until its cold muzzle was in my mouth, my thumb curled around the trigger.


Pull.






Slumped at the table, humidified by porridge steam, I saw my face in the glass milk jug, sullen, squinty eyes underscored by blue shadows. Skin erupting with angry black-and-whiteheads. The first growth of stubble struggling on the upper lip and chin. My voice had broken and returned an octave deeper. I was thirteen. The world didn't like me.

'John.' My mother's voice was megaphoned by her mug. 'Are you familiar with Leviticus 15?'

I shovelled porridge into my mouth.

'Not off the top of my head.'

'It says, When any man hath a running issue out of his flesh, because of his issue he is unclean.' She put her cup down and cleared her throat. 'Tell me son, have you been given to certain acts of, ah, self-pollution.'

A lump of oatmeal went down wrong. I coughed and wheezed and spluttered. She reached over and thumped my shoulders.

'Only you've lately developed symptoms of the chronic self-abuser.'

I brought up the lump. She stopped with the thumping. The forefinger of her right hand depressed each digit of the left in turn.

'You've taken to shunning company.'

That was the pinkie.

'I hear you wandering around the house at all hours.'

Ring finger.

'You have saddlebags under your eyes, and you won't so much as look at me.'

Middle.

'Your hands do be shaking.'

Index.

'And you've gone away to nothing.'

Thumb.

I hawked and cleared my throat. My lungs still felt clogged with watery oatmeal.

'Ma,' I said, 'you sound like Mrs Nagle.'

I went back to spooning porridge, but she rapped the table to get my attention.

'If any mans seed of copulation go out from him, then he shall wash all his flesh in water, and be unclean until the even. And every garment, and every skin, whereon is the seed of copulation, shall be washed with water, and be unclean until the even. Deuteronomy. Or Leviticus. I forget which.'

She stared into the infinity over my left shoulder.

'A good honeycomb sponge bath would sort you out.'

She sipped her tea and peered slyly over the rim of the mug.

'Sure I remember you used to spray like a hose when I changed your nappy.'


There was an almost wistful smile playing about her lips. A porridge blob plopped from my mouth into the bowl. I couldn't tell whether or not this whole routine was some kind of joke. I wasn't sure she knew herself. She sighed, fingers twisting her hair, and said, 'John, are you having fantasies? About girls?'

'No.'

'Boys?'

'Maaaa!'

That came out as a bleat. She raised an eyebrow and smirked.

'A sheep?'

Whenever my mother suspected something astray, her cure tended to be more painful than the ailment. Like the time she prised a splinter from my hand with a sewing needle sterilised over her lighter. Or when I got a blister on my heel from wearing new shoes and she burst it with her fingernails and sprinkled the tender new skin with salt.

'Did I ever tell you the story of Labhra Loingseach,' she said, 'the king with donkey's ears? According to the legend, any barber who cut the King Labhra's hair was put to death afterwards so they couldn't reveal his secret. But this one barber begged to be spared for the sake of his wife and children. The king took pity on him and agreed to let him live so long as he didn't breathe a word. The barber agreed, but as the days went by, he was driven mad by the thought of what was under Labhra Loingseach's hair, so he went out into the woods and threw his arms around a tree and whispered his secret into a knot in the wood. But one of the court musicians asked a tree-cutter to chop the tree down for wood to make a harp, and when he played the harp in the court of the king, a voice rang out: "Labhra Loingseach's got donkey's ears." Then all the trees of the forest joined in and the king fled his castle in mortification.'

She patted the back of my hand.

'Y'know, secrets have a way of coming out in their own time. So tell me. What's keeping you up at nights?'

I couldn't put up with any more. I told her.

'I have bad dreams sometimes, that's all.'

She blinked. That's all she did. Her face zoomed in so close I could smell the smoke on her breath.

'About what?'

I shook my head and lifted spoonfuls of cold slop and let them gloop into the bowl.

'Nothing. Just stupid stuff.'

My mother's eyes blazed across the room. They took in the fire, the coal bucket, the sacred-heart lamp, Haircut Charlie. They peered through the window at the trees outside. And they lit on the television set on the counter.

'That fecken thing,' she said, her face stony with resolve. 'The devil's teat.'

I had no idea what she was on about.

She crossed the kitchen, yanked the plug from the socket, grappled the television off the counter and wobbled across the floor.

'Open the door,' she grunted.

'What are you doing?'


'What I should've done long ago. Now open the door and do as you're bid.'

I got up and pulled the door open wide. She staggered outside and set the television down on the front path, the flex coiled on the ground like a three-pronged tail.

'I'm selling that thing. And no more about it.'

She made good on her threat. Later that afternoon, Har Farrell came to collect it. Money changed hands. But it didn't cure me of the dreams.






The church steeple looms over the village of Kilcody, God's lightning rod. The old crow's claws are clamped to the weathervane at its summit. He prances about, a child doing the wee-wee dance, ruffles the black boa of his feathers and glowers at the people below as they shuffle through the chapel arch.



A gust rotates the weathervane slowly through four points of the compass. West across The Holla, the mountains stand shoulder to shoulder like ogre brothers. Up north, the Waxon factory discharges gaggles of haggard, fag-lipped girls and denim-jacketed hard chaws. Southerly, The Ginnet, the library, Tyrell's bike shop. And then beyond the river and the railway tracks, the east road runs seaward through five miles of fields, headlong into the waves.



The crow's sonar sweeps the nearabouts. A flap of black and he glides over the headstones jutting from the gummy loam, over the head of the great stone angel set on a plinth at the centre of the cemetery, and he leaves the humans to their human doings.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/c12.xml


XI


Blowhole Cove felt like world's end, the last mapped part of the atlas, beyond which the sea might evaporate revealing monsters beached in the shallows, big-bellied mutations, lugworms the size of tree trunks.


Surf roared in my ears. The sky grumbled thunder, silencing the gulls. I gazed out across the sloblands and took a slug of whiskey from Har's hip flask, so bone-weary I feared I'd faint. The light had a brittle quality that made the eyeballs ache; fingers of blue electricity played about the glinting, flinty stones scattered on the strand.


Hours had passed since the funeral. I couldn't face an empty house so I took the road out of town, following my nose seaward, lulled into a sort of sleepwalk by the tattoo of my boots on tarmac. I just kept going until my feet ran out of land, by which time I was good and drunk.


I crested the hill and stumbled down the sandy slope to the water's edge. I stumbled over jellyfish slither and dead seaweed, following the shoreline through spits of rain and clouds of midges, and the fine white sand turned to mudflats strewn with rotten kelp. Combers foamed at the shore. That big old sea-hag bared her gums at me. The wind rippled my shirt and made panpipe sounds in the hip flask.


I pushed on, falling forward into my footsteps, until finally I rounded the curve of the coastline and came upon the inlet.


Sheltered from the wind and rain, I huddled in the mouth of Blowhole Cave and sipped whiskey. My chest was tight with phlegm and my ribcage ached and I realised that for the first time in days I was hungry, starving, digestive glands like thousands of hungry mouths.


Raindrops began to mottle the sand. I pulled my coat tight and watched as the sky darkened and the drizzle intensified until the sand ran like wounds. Lightning flared and thunderclaps rumbled like kettledrums across the jagged lower jaw of the horizon. The rain became a deluge, but inside the cave was dry. The blowhole sang, and in its keening I thought I could discern strains of the old hymn, my mother's lullaby.



Who's that a-writin?



I curled up on the sand and closed my eyes and buried my head in the crook of my arm like a tired bird. And I passed out, out of myself and into the bottomless fall of sleep, my body sinking like a stone in murky water, falling until I opened my eyes and realised I wasn't falling at all, but lying spreadeagled on the sandy floor of some silent dream, staring at the inevitable sky.


And I saw him, winging towards me across the sea.


The old crow.


He glowed, huge and luminescent, moving over the waves, casting a vast galleon shadow on the sea. He drew closer still, wings beating, then hovered in a holding position and glowered and his head eclipsed the setting sun; he brought the night down with his wings and set his claws upon the sand, and whiteness spread all over his body, spread until every last feather gleamed. Then he took wing again, his great beak pointed toward the mountains.


Into the crags' jagged shadows he soared, over barren steppes of limestone stubbled with scutch unfit for goats, where the hill-fields reared up like great green-backed krakens, up, up, up he flew through the altitudes where the stratosphere darkened from pale blue to ink-dark, and foundling stars peeped through the sky like the faces of the dead, and his wings seemed to peel the heavens back, exposing a new heaven and a new earth beneath. The black sky cracked, hatching the sun; light dopplered out towards eternity as it crowned through the waters of the sound.


The storm had subsided. Scattered around me, streels of seaweed, bits of driftwood, jellyfish, crabs, gunk the sea chucked up.


The tide was coming in.


I got to my feet.


Above in the sudden blueness, gulls wheeled and whirled, and the sound they made was like bowed wood-saws, and their feathers were many-coloured. The sea was made of sky, the sky of sea.


Someone spoke my name. I turned and saw her walking towards me across the strand, and I stared, amazed at her face, her body restored to its fullness, her dress billowing in the wind, a single braid whipping about her shoulders.


She unlaced her boots and stepped out of them and walked into the sea that was the sky, and the blueness pooled around her feet.


She waded further in until it rose to her waist, and her dress floated out in a water flower shape and rose up to her shoulders, her neck, and she went under, her hair spreading like a fan, and she was gone.





