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BOOK ONE

Bang!


Chapter One

First Call

I headed down the townland of Ballintra in a Force 8 to light the fire towards the beginning of August.

Ah hah! said Joejoe, opening the door a fraction.

She’s windy, I said.

Oh it’s you, he said.

It is Uncle Joejoe, I said. He was my granduncle but sometimes I called him just Uncle and some times Grandda.

Hold her.

I have it.

Right now!

OK.

OK, go! Tar isteach, he shouted.

I took the handle and slid through with a couple of newspapers under my arm. He stepped back as I stepped in, the table cloth rose, Timmy the dog done a turn and I swung the door shut. Joejoe studied me with his back against the shaking panels.

I was expecting my dear neighbour Mister Blackbird.

Sorry about that.

And I said to myself that’s him.

And it was me.

It was you, but it was his knock, you see a knock can carry anyone’s signature on a day like that. I could have sworn. You know what it is son – memory is a stranger who comes to call less and less.

Aye.

And sometimes he’s not welcome, if you know what I mean.

He could be anyone.

But not you.

He turned the key, let down the latch, pulled back the curtain on the window and looked out.

Is it the north-west?

It is.

The worst! But not as bad as February ninth in eighty-seven, he said as he came back from the misty, drenched window to the table. I don’t like the look of it. The worst is at the filling-in of the moon, he said, handing me the leather-handled knife and then he put a plate of un-boiled bacon before me. You’re just in time. The Bird will not stir that day, I’ll warrant you, he’ll stop above in the bodience, that sorry auld bed of his.

I began to saw off some of the raw fat and he threw the first slice to Timmy who nursed it up against the bedroom door, then Joejoe brought the remainder of the bacon joint into the kitchen and set it into a pot of boiling water filled with parsley and chives. He put the small slices of fat onto a saucer on the middle shelf of the dresser, out of the reach of Timmy, and alongside the Wayward Lad.

They were for his rat trap that he would set last thing that night.

Now, he said, how is the form Mister Psyche?

Not so bad Grandda.

Are you fit for dealing with a bad-tempered cratur like me?

I am.

He stood back and looked at the dresser, then lifted down one of his prayer books and handed it to me. Read mister, he said, from the Psalms. The Bible he always called the Psalms.

I picked a page at random, and, as always, it fell open at one of the texts where he had turned down the corner of a page from past readings.

And, behold, I said, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in pieces the rocks before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind.

He was not, he said.

And after the wind an earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earthquake; And after the earthquake a fire: but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a small voice.

Amen, he said, quietly. We’re in this together, Mister Psyche.

He blessed himself; prayed washing his teeth and studying the dresser, then he came to a decision and replaced the Psalms by the picture of the thrush, lifted the pink shoehorn and sat it on a green tin of Old Virginia. He stroked the copy of Moby Dick, shook the rusted bell from the drapers to summon the spirits and Timmy barked, rolled in a circle onto his back and bared his stomach. Then Joejoe sat next the window and began to clean the oil lamp. He cleaned the wick. The oil lamp was his main source of light despite the fact that he had electricity. This was done very carefully. The globe, he’d say, should be bright as day. Did you ever see a gypsy face, he asked me, in candlelight? No, I said. They have very fine features, he said, and he turned to watch me as we moved on from prayer to yesterday’s daily news. I read out the headlines, then rolled the sheets of newspaper into crisp tight logs and started to build the fire.

I lit it every morning, that was my job ever since I left college, to read the prayers, then the news, and light the fire, and then go on wherever I was going.

The newspapers I collected from all the houses where I had started doing jobs this summer. The timber came from trees felled in Dromod estate. The turf came from above on the mountain and up the Bog Road. And every day for the work I did, I got paid. This was my day-to-day life since college ended – cutting lawns, and hedges, driving tractors, digging gardens and building walls, and looking after Joejoe and taking in his lobsters from his pots out the rocks.

I struck the match, she took.

How is the beautiful Anna?

She is fine.

You’re a lucky man.

All the news – the traffic congestion, business and financial affairs, houses for sale, wage and pension increases, obituaries, racing and soccer pages – shot up the chimney. We sat back and watched the flames, and then when the fire was at full tempo, he set the oil lamp on the window and studied the storm. He sang the song of the dog. Rain pounded the asbestos roof. We stepped out, slamming the door behind us, and he took the rusted spade to dig up some onions. The stalks were bent low and swinging in a frenzy of wind.

Let me, I said.

No. The one good thing is Mister, is that when there’s a storm coming a body gets a build-up of energy, he said. The man that sleeps in beyond a certain hour suffers. You get a pain just here – and he tapped his skull – and you can see it in their eye. Yes, indeed.

He pulled a head of a blue cabbage and shook the earth from the roots. We stepped against the gable. The sea was leaping like a suicide over the lava rocks then scattering across fields of foam. A Mitsubishi Carisma drove by the gate, pulled in back of the beach, and a few souls went over the bank with cameras. Then a van, marked Sky TV, slowed to a stop, and the two men in the front sat eating sandwiches as they watched the waves. Lastly came the Mercedes, same as usual, with the little teddy bear, stuck fast to the back window.

We waved to them.

They did not acknowledge us, just a nod, but sat there watching the ocean; then seeing the height of the waves they drove away.

Two girls on the pier stood looking out, one behind the other and we went back through the door and he trimmed the cabbage and I cut the onions. Then all of a sudden Joejoe stood up straight, and shot a hand round the back of his neck, leaned forward, and scratched ferociously. He squeezed his shoulders together, and blew out of his lips a sense of burning.

What’s wrong?

Nothing, he said. He looked at me a moment then he went over and leaned forward with his elbows on the window sill each side of the lamp.

I often wonder is it possible to see the world through new eyes, he said, but l have my doubts. That’s the story. You go on, you do.

You see, look out there, you see him, here comes the bollacks, look at the gimp of him, and he pointed, but I suppose you can’t be held to blame for the cut of your neighbours.

Outside the Blackbird who lived just up the road, arrived in teeming salt on his bike, heeled it against the stone wall and humped up the path and straight into the house as I turned the key. Gather unto me, said the Blackbird. The Bird sometimes claimed he was a far distant cousin of my granduncle because we all shared the same name Feeney, but as Joejoe often said That man is no blood relation of mine. As he stepped in the wind swept through the kitchen, the dog grumbled, the trapdoor rose above in the ceiling and the polythene sheet in the attic shook. He heaved the door closed. Neither man spoke. He sat into the other armchair, lit up and sneezed. Then sneezed again and wrung a long lookey from his nose, and as he leaned forward a beautiful exotic smell – as always – reached me.

Bless ya, I said.

Mister Psyche?

Yes.

When do you get the results?

Sometime soon.

So what are you going to be?

I don’t know. It depends on how I did in the Leaving.

The Leaving is a sad word for an exam, said Joejoe.

It is that, said the Bird, looking at me, and nodding.

Now, said Joejoe, you know what you might do?

What is that I wonder? I asked.

He got carefully up and stood on Timmy’s chair and took an envelope out from behind the radio.

There is a certain item needed.

Right.

You know what I mean?

I do.

A valuable item.

OK.

Cuckoo! said the Blackbird, with his mouth curved into an O, we are headed out to the Caribbean.

On you go. Don’t get the small one; get the big one you hear me, never mind what the tulip says –

– I hear you –

– Here’s a twenty and a fiver. The last few euro is yours, so do what you will with it –

– Thank you, sir –

– Not at all –

– Myself and Mister Blackbird will be waiting now.

You’re right there, said the Blackbird and he tossed me a five-euro note.

Patiently, added Joejoe.

Good men, I said, facing the door.

I headed up the road head-down. A bag of turnips, and a bag of turf, shorn in the middle, was dumped to the side of the road. A For Sale sign was down and bucketing outside Keating’s ruin. The spray was scattering over the meadows. Salt was raining and the bent grass was burnt black at the tips as if there had been frost overnight. Lyons cattle were eating from a trough with steam rising from them. The sun was high and squeezed into a blazing knot above the storm clouds on the horizon.

I looked back and saw the pier was deserted except for a small Fiat that stood with its boot open. There were a few boxes of groceries sitting there beside it. The tide was huge. Mrs Tingle, who had a holiday home up the road, was standing, her hair in curlers, looking down over the end.

She turned, saw me, and waved and waved me back, then drew me over with her forefingers.

Could you give us a hand here, she asked.

Sure.

I’m sorry to have to ask you this, she said, but we have a wee problem, and it’s a big one, then she turned away, and pointed down.

Her husband who was a Leeds soccer fanatic was standing in a blue anorak below in our trawler hanging onto the cabin. Their boat was tied alongside ours. On the far side was the Conans’ boat where Anna used come to read surrounded by all her old primary and secondary schoolbooks. There was a line of bags of groceries laid at intervals in both boats.

You’re not thinking of going out?

No, she said, thanks beta God. We packed the groceries on last night for a journey out to the island, went home and did not listen to the forecasts.

It’s wild, I said.

We were going to go out, but the journey is abandoned and we are taking everything back up again.

It’s near the full moon.

It is and to tell you the truth, she said, I can’t manage any more. Will you give us a hand?

I will.

Mister Psyche will get it, she shouted down.

The bird watcher, with the binoculars round his neck, roared from below something up in the wind, but when I looked over the top he smiled and positioned himself at the bottom of the ladder. He lifted a bag in greeting. I said all right, and climbed over, swung out on the rope to the right over the edge to get my first foothold and started down. The choking wind tore at my chest. It must have been about fifteen feet down. I went rung by rung very carefully, holding on tight in between.

He stood looking up at me with one hand raised in the rocking boat.

I reached the bottom of the ladder, and he tapped my shoulder and handed me a bag of oranges. All right mate, he called. Up I went through the gusts and handed them to her. Thank you boy, she said. Then I shot back down for a transistor. No bird-watching today, he said, then up I went with a bag of cornflakes, and down for a bag of provisions. Towels, wine, her binoculars. Then we reached the last item I started up holding the black bag. He started to climb up behind me.

It was a long climb. The bag said Blankets. Their boat said Gertie.

Are you all right? came a shout from above.

I’m with you, he shouted from below.

I reached the top, clutched the top rung in my left hand and threw the bag over. I stood a moment on the fourth rung of the ladder.

Are you all right son?

Yes, I said.

I climbed up and reached out to grab the rope to the left to haul myself up and over onto the pier. I suddenly found that the rope was attached to nothing. I fell back out holding on to the top rung with my right hand. Jesus, shouted the woman, and her husband screamed and reached a hand up tight against my legs. It was a long moment. Only for I was holding the rung with my other hand I was gone. I got my feet, and reached again for the second rope that hung there to the right. I gave a strong tug and it held. I climbed over.

That was bad, the woman said.

I got a fright, I said.

Someone done that deliberately, she said.

I saw that, said Mister Tingle, climbing over, I saw that. Someone should have a word with the authorities.

I’m all right.

Nobody should leave an unattached rope there, he said and the hair in the wind stood on his head. Jesus. The blokes that are using this pier should be hung.

It’s my friend Anna mostly uses this pier, I said, more than anyone else.

I know, I know. By the luck of God, I pulled the right rope each time I came up. We were lucky. You were lucky.

I was.

You were.

That’s the sort of thing happens in the worst dreams, said Mrs Tingle. Are you all right?

Yes, I said. Is that everything?

It is now, he said. I helped them pack the boot of their car. A newspaper blew off down the shore and he waved goodbye to it.

Thanks a lot, she said again. Tonight I’ll be thinking of you.

Goodbye, I said.

Thank you again, he said. I was about to walk off and then I remembered. I remembered Anna. Jesus, I thought. This evening she could have swung out on that loose rope to reach the first step. Jesus Christ, I thought. I went back to the head of the ladder on the pier and leaned down and tied the loose rope securely to one of the metal rings jutting out of the slabs. I gave it a long sharp pull with all my might. Went off, came back and pulled it again as if I was reining in a beast, a mad mare pony that was just being trained in.

Then my mobile rang.

Hallo, I said.

Where are you, Anna asked

I just saved your life, Lala, I replied, and then her voice disappeared.

The Tingles had driven off, now they stopped, reversed, and pulled in beside me.

I don’t believe it, we were going to drive off and leave that rope untied, said Mister Tingle, only for you remembered.

I was thinking of my dear friend Anna.

Oh dear God, it was all my fault, said Mrs Tingle suddenly.

What do you mean? he asked.

She looked at me. I untied that rope last night, she said, to tie on some of the provisions and drop them down to my husband. I had forgotten.

What! said Mister Tingle, and he grabbed the steering wheel.

Please forgive me, she said.

It’s all right.

It’s shocking, he said.

I know, said Mrs Tingle.

Please let us bring you wherever you’re going.

No thanks, I’m grand.

Please, he said, let us try and make up for the mistake.

I like the walk.

Mate, please.

Reluctantly I got in. The windows were thick with salt. The wipers were going like mad. I dug my feet into the floor as they turned around the For Sale sign. As we hit the blinding hail Mrs Tingle poured out a cup of coffee for her man out of a flask, and handed it to him just as we had to suddenly pull in for a truck, marked McNiff’s Transport, to pass. It was filled with a load of motorcycles. It never stopped or slowed down but drove on straight by within an inch of us. We jerked back out onto the road, fast, and Mrs Tingle said John? And he slowed down. She filled a coffee for herself. The truck must have lost their way, for when they met the end of the road and saw the sea ahead, they turned and shot up right behind us as we waited at the small crossroads for a Shell Oil lorry to pass.

We waited. The lorry in front passed, and behind us the truck flashed its lights, and revved loudly but Mister Tingle did not budge as there was a bicycle coming in the opposite direction. He just raised his paper cup and laughed with his head back. Mrs Tingle politely dribbled sugar, piece by piece across the full cup of her latte. She lifted it to her lips like a child, and sucked in as she took a sip.

Nice? she said.

Very, he said.

Joe Donlon, straight as a soldier on parade gave a downward wave in greeting as he passed, as if he was petting a dog. Hi, said Mrs Tingle, waving out the passenger window. And Mister Tingle lifted his cup in greeting, and said it’s a small world, we were lucky, and leaning forward, cup in hand, on the steering wheel, he looked both ways, and added He is a rare gentleman. Behind us McNiff’s man blew the horn. We sat a moment longer as Mister Tingle held the pupils of his eyes up to the rear-view mirror, and his hand on the gear stick. The lights of the truck flashed and the horn blew again, and suddenly the truck, with a loud swerve, pulled out to the right to pass us, but at the last minute my buck shot into gear and we took off with a sudden jolt and roar of the exhaust up the hill.

John? Mrs Tingle said.

Yes, he said.

Please.

As he slowed down, in the back seat I got the sensation again of falling, and I reached out to the handle of the door. Being in a fast car was driving me back in time. We shot up past the Wishing Well and the quarry in fifth. Mister St Patrick was standing with his cows in the Long Acre. Then we hit the spot at Mannion’s shed where Mickey died in the crash over a year ago. It was marked with tubs of flowers.

You can drop me here, I said.

I understand, he said, but I can wait and bring you on wherever you want to go.

I’m fine here, please.

If that’s what you want, and he swerved to a stop, and the lorry passed us blowing its horn in one long scream of sound.

I got out and blessed myself.

Bye, said Mister Tingle.

Forgive me, said Mrs Tingle.

I knelt and went on.

I could hear a mouth organ playing in one of the county council houses, and over my head, tied by a blue string to a Stop sign, was a single purple balloon blowing and tossing like mad. It was still hanging there to mark the shortest route for strangers to take to the wedding in St Mary’s Church that had been held a year and a half ago. That day there’d been a row of balloons and ribbons hanging from trees and signposts the whole way down from the main road. They’d all been blown away and this was the last balloon.

The balloon was tough.

It had survived many a storm, and now was entering another. And every time I looked up at that balloon I’d wonder to myself: Are that man and woman still together?

Then suddenly McNiff’s lorry appeared again, this time coming back in my direction down the hill.

It pulled up alongside me. The driver let the window down and looked at me in exasperation.

He asked: Where are we?

Templeboy.

He looked at the map in his hand.

Templeboy! Templeboy!

Where are you headed? I asked.

Matty Gilbride’s.

Go on down to the T-junction, turn left, and take the first right, then go on straight.

Turn left, and take the first right, and go straight?

Yes.

Thank you, he said and the lorry took off with a roar.


Chapter Two

Malibu

It was a Saturday.

A woman power-walker strode by. In the field beyond, a magpie stood on a sheep, on the middle of her back, looking off into the distance, and the sheep had her head a little off the ground, wondering. Pa O’Rourke passed in his tractor with a load of bales of hay. The General in his good suit was standing at his gate waiting and then Stefan stepped out of the foundations of an abandoned building site.

He shook himself.

Excuse, he said, frowning, I have a problem.

Go ahead.

Where you go?

To Mister John’s.

For a drink?

Yes.

Hm. I think I join you, ah, he said and pretending to be drunk he fell sideways, put his two hands to the side of the face, and reached out to balance himself, then, with wide eyes, he snapped again into a correct stance, chest up, and sure-footed began walking alongside me.

Do you mind if I walk with you?

If you want.

Are you sure?

Yes, chest.

I am not Polish, and it is pronounced czesc. If you want to say hallo to me it is labas.

OK, labas.

You have plenty of money?

Yes, I said.

My boss is gone somewhere. Good. But, it is no good. Today the machine I work with is…and he opened his arms wide…is breaking down again. It is inside, and I have no key. Then he swung one arm in a wide circle. I am looking for Meester Doy-al. You know where he is?

No. Is he gone missing again?

Yes. He said to me yesterday that he was going to the bank today. But…!? And he threw out his hands…Who is Bob Geldof, please?

He is a singer.

He shook his head in puzzlement.

Irish?

Yes. Have you never heard of him?

No. Time it is an experiment in this country, Mister Side Kick, and he winked. I hear his name on the radio.

Ah!

I understand. Have you heard of Tomas Pekinoff?

No.

It is no problem. Neither have I.

We arrived at the small unmarked garage surrounded by wrecks on one side, and well-polished second-hand cars on the other.

You see I knock, I knock many times, but there is no reply.

I’m sorry.

It is a disaster, no? And I shouted Hallo! It is OK, I wait. Again. Hallo! shouted Stefan, and he threw his arms in the air, as he walked to the closed galvanised door. He turned. It is always good to meet you. You will take a look for me in the…pub, yes?

Yes.

Goodbye.

Goodbye, I said.

*

At two on the dot I stepped into Mister John’s.

I was taken aback to find a crowd there. There were four men and a woman around the fire playing Twenty-Five with an old pack of cards. They all turned and nodded. The racing channel, with the sound down, was on TV. The horses were going round the ring. Mister John threw a sod of turf on the fire. Frank Morgan was sitting in the corner playing the accordion music on the radio with his eyebrows. When he saw me he held his nose with his thumb and forefinger and nodded at the toilet. The coalman back from Australia was asleep by the fire cradling a glass of Guinness between his knees. Michael Doyle was sitting alone before a pint. Daft Punk was on the juke box with the sound turned down.

Your deal, said Mrs Brady.

I’m only saying, said Frosty, I’m only saying.

Yes? asked Mister John, and what can I do you for his nibs?

A bottle of Malibu, please.

Fine.

The big one, I said.

I hear you. The uncle on the raz? he asked, turning away.

He will be.

With the Blackbird? And he bent forward to look at himself in the mirror.

The very man.

My, my, how do they do it?

Hearts is trumps.

The Blackbird is tough, said Frosty, tough out.

Mister John parcelled the bottle and let it down on the counter. He stroked his chin and said briskly: That’ll be twenty-five euro –

– The last time it was twenty-three –

– Was it now? –

– It was surely –

– Is that so? –

– And the time before –

– He has you there, John, the boy got ya, said Morgan –

– Your deal –

I’m joking of course, said Mister John and he gave me the two-euro change and I put it in my back pocket, then I went over and put it in the slot machine, and spun the wheel.

Hard luck, said Michael Doyle.

I guided a gentleman to your door just now, I said, spinning the wheel again.

Did you?

Yes.

Well, that’s very kind of you. I’m after hauling a broken-down jeep from Limerick. I went down and up this morning and I can’t see in front of me. He’ll have to wait.

I think he has been waiting a while.

Oh.

What is he driving?

Nothing.

The plot thickens. Who is it?

Mister Lithuania, I said, and I spun the wheel again.

But he’s not due in today. I told him it was a bank holiday.

Out clattered a brace of coins and I started laughing.

Ah now I understand, I said.

I’m only saying, said Frosty.

What’s he doing in today, Mick Doyle nodded and then he shook his head. I don’t know. What does he want?

He wants to work.

Fuck. Are you going back up the road?

I am.

Tell him I’ll be with him in half an hour.

Good luck now men, I said.

Before you go, tell me this, said Frosty, did you ever call any woman by the wrong name?

Oh never, I said. Well maybe the once.

Well you’re forgiven, if you did, he said, for I did it myself at the door of a wrong house, you know, late at night, after a crash.

Let’s not talk about crashes, said Mister John.

Your play, said Mrs Brady.

Now for you, said Morgan, holding his nose.

The coalman Mister Awesome suddenly fell and Morgan and Frosty and myself lifted him back up off the floor and into his chair. The card players rose, then seated themselves again, and played on. Mister Awesome woke up and eyed me and said: Hi you Feeney, you think the whole thing is a joke, don’t you.

No, I said.

Well it’s not.

I am not laughing.

Excuse me, said the coalman and he closed his eyes and Morgan’s eyebrows swung on into the next tune.

You see the ghost has a body, said Frosty, same as you and me, and he dropped his head, sadly. And my heart goes out to him, the poor cratur.

Stop it, snarled the coalman. You’re doing my head in.

I’m only saying, I’m only saying.

Stop it, said Mister Sweet John.

I made my way to Doyle’s garage and found Stefan sitting quietly and correct in the passenger seat of one of the Volkswagen Golfs outside the garage.

Labas! I shouted.

He reared up in sudden fright, till he saw it was me, then a smile came, and went, quickly. He sat still without speaking. There was a look of humble sanity in his serious eyes. I came up to the window of the car and I turned my hand round and around in circles on an imaginary handle, and slowly, in time with me, he let the window down.

Yes?

He’ll be along soon, I said. You see it’s a bank holiday.

Excuse?

And Michael Doyle…

Oh, Meester Doyle?

…He will be here in half an hour.

Oh. He come?

Yes.

He let a roar of laughter.

Would you like to go to Bundoran? and then he jumped out of the car, winked, and indicated that I get in, but I pointed ahead down the road and lifted the bottle into the air; Ah the cursed drink, he said in a loud Irish accent; and he closed the door with a polite tap of his fingertips, and shook his head in dismay; lit up a cigarette made of yellow paper rolls and stepped aside like a gentleman and sat to the side of the shed in the roaring wind on a huge torn tractor wheel; kicked out, and shook himself viciously, then went perfectly still, in his leather jacket and Yankee baseball cap, with his two fists sitting one on top of the other on his left knee.

Goodbye, I said.

Grand, he said, looking straight ahead like a question mark in the wind blowing up from the sea. Next thing a taxi passed with the General sitting up in the back and he waved.

The Blackbird lifted his tumbler and filled it again, and then he filled my granduncle’s. The kitchen was filled with the smell of boiling bacon.

Any news, asked Joejoe.

The pub was full for a change.

Well who was there?

Mister Morgan, Frosty –

– Frosty, said the Blackbird –

– And Mrs Flynn, the coalman Mister Awesome, Barney Buckley, Jim Simpson, Terence MacGowan and Joe Conan. And Mick Doyle.

So it was like old times. And Mister Sweet John?

Yes, he’s behind the counter.

And Frosty is there, nodded the Blackbird.

Yes.

That man is let in and I am not, and the Bird’s voice rose.

Well he won’t last much longer, said Joejoe. We all get our turn. Anyway going into that pub would only make you lonely. Oh by the way…

Don’t try changing the conversation.

…I’m not. What I wanted to say to the young fellow is, if I’m allowed, is that your mother got me a new electric kettle.

She did, agreed the Blackbird.

And every time I switch it on a plane flies over the house.

I haven’t heard that one before.

Well there you have it.

I have indeed.

Says I to myself every time I want to make a cup of tea the skies are fierce busy.

And why wouldn’t they be.

True.

– So out I went one day to see the plane and found none –

– You did not –

– So I said to myself they must be going over fierce fast –

– Just like that, said the Blackbird, and he snapped his fingers –

And from then on whenever I put the kettle on and heard the drone of a plane I shot out and was there a plane?

The Blackbird studied the question.

There was none.

There was not.

I thought so.

And what was it do you think?

You have me there.

It was the kettle, I said

The kettle, by God. That’s a sight.

Damn right, it was, said Granduncle Joejoe.

It certainly was, agreed the Blackbird.

They bought me a fucking jet to make tay in.

They did. Are we finished the joking now?

We are.

I’m only saying, said the Blackbird, and he bared his teeth imitating Frosty. Good luck.

Good luck, said Joejoe. I like Malibu I do.


Chapter Three

The Rooster

Is the Bird below? my mother asked.

He is.

Dear God. I thought I saw him.

She was nibbling a cheese-cracker at the kitchen table and going through a photograph album. All this week she was working nights.

You better keep an eye on them.

I will.

You see in this house they always leave it up to the nurse. I need a break. Look at your Aunty Eilish. Isn’t she something else?

She is Ma.

Oh beautiful. But will you look at the hat. Who in their right senses would be seen in such an outfit. And that’s George Wilson behind. George was gamey. A coy boy I may tell you. What was it I wanted to tell you?

I don’t know.

It’ll come to me. And I don’t know what became of George. She flipped a page. There’s Gerty.

And Da.

And did you hear?

Hear what Ma?

There was a robbery last night in Flynn’s. They came in with a gun and emptied the till. They put the gun to Sara’s head. And said: The lot. Do you hear me we want the lot.

Christ.

The lot, they said. She was taken into emergency about twelve. Shaking like a leaf. Wild-eyed. I held her hand till the sedation took. And she kept saying Bridie, Bridie, don’t go. She was so shattered she’d forgotten my name.

Ma stood.

I’m going up to lie down for a while. You keep an eye on those boys below. And will you put the poor cat out please.

I went out to the shed for turf and when I came in the Blackbird turned his troubled eyes on me.

Just before you came in, he said, the room was full.

Full of what, I asked.

Why, he says, the ghosts of hens. Did you ever get that?

Never.

Nor me, said my granduncle. I saw no bucking hens.

Well they were here.

More fucking madness.

Well let me see – the Blackbird explained, sitting up. The rooster, he said, comes first cockadoodleooing and screeching with no sound. It’s a terror to hear a sound that is not there. Have you ever heard a sound that is not there?

No, I said.

Well you will. In time.

Definitely, nodded Joejoe and he rose his eyes to heaven.

Now, the Blackbird explained, he – the rooster – stands over there – and he indicated the far corner of the room. On the bookstand that has no books. That’s where the rooster stands – you know – cockadoodling. With the neck back. And a run of blue temper from his bill to his head feathers – the comb on the top of his skull oh bristling, and dreadful black eyes I can tell you. Cockadoodleooing. Say cockadoodle!

Cockadoodle.

Say it louder.

Cockadoodle! Cockadoodle!

Very good. Now you have it.

Now you’re cockadoodleooing, said Joejoe.

I am.

You are, and you’re listening to a mad man.

Cockadoodle!

And I can hear you, said the Blackbird –

That’s right.

– But I can’t hear him you see. That’s the problem.

Oh.

And there – over there – he stands raising one claw a little, just very slightly – and the Blackbird stood and raised his right foot ever so quietly just a fraction off the floor, and then he put it down and then he lifted it again like the rooster did, and he held back his head and said to me – Go cockadoodle!

Cockadoodle! said Joejoe and me together.

He straightened up.

Then do you know what happens?

No.

In come the ghost hens.

Indeed they do, said Joejoe, and it’s something shocking.

They come flocking from everywhere. Through the walls, the doors the windows the ceiling the fireplace. And are they busy?

They are very busy, said Joejoe.

And what do they start doing sir? – and the Blackbird signalled in my direction.

Cockadoodleooing!

No.

So what do they do?

They go chuckawkchuckawkha!

Oh.

Right, said Joejoe, the birds have changed their tune.

Dead on. But they’re not, no, not as loud as the rooster when I think of it, but loud nevertheless. Then all these ghost hens start their chanting. A chanting you can’t hear. Flocking round. Raising their wings. Then the rooster jumps down out of his perch and starts chasing them round the room. The hens go mad.

Then what happens?

Well they are likely to land anywhere. On your head. Anywhere to get away from him. And he chases them faster and faster. Faster and faster.

And then?

And then faster.

Yes.

Then – bang!– one of them lands in my pocket.

He clapped his pocket.

Then another.

And he clapped his pocket.

Then another.

No.

Yes.

Jeepers.

And once this happens the next hen jumps into my pocket. And another and another. Till there’s only one left. Just the one. And the rooster is left chasing the last hen round the room and what does she do? She jumps into my pocket with a screech and now there is no one but himself and what does he do? He lets one last –

Cockadoodledo! said my granduncle.

And – bang! – he goes into my pocket.

And then what happens?

You came into the room, and he wiped away a tear that was not there.

Oh.

And so here I am, he said, and he pulled out the lining out of his pocket, shook it and pushed it back in, left with a pocketful of ghost hens.
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