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			To good friends,
through thick and thin.

		

	


	
		
			Do not ask yourself, “Who am I?” for this is akin to stepping into an ocean, tasting a mouthful, and expecting to know every river which has ever flowed into it. Better to ask yourself, “What will I do with it?”

		

		
		

	


	
		
			DAY ONE

			‘GIVE US IT!’ I WANTED te take it home and put it in a jam jar, to keep it and see if it would grow into a big fish, like a salmon or a great big pike. But Mucky wanted te cut it open and see what was inside. ‘Fish, even minnows, don’t feel pain. That’s because they’re cold-blooded. Me da told me that,’ he said.

			I knew he was wrong, so was his da. But I wasn’t about te start an argument with him now or I’d never get me hands on the minnow. Cold-blooded, it just didn’t sound right. Pinky was holding the little fish by the tail. It was flicking around, its big freckled lips were doing ninety, suckin’ and gaspin’ for water but gettin’ none. I knew it was going te die soon.

			‘Come on, I’ve got me penknife. Maybe it’s got eggs, hundreds a eggs. Let’s have a look,’ said Mucky. Pinky was still holding onte the minnow. It was his choice, his minnow. Whatever he decided, that’s the way it was going te be. I didn’t want te kill the little minnow. I liked fish, especially the ones me ma cooked on a Friday—smoked haddock—only lovely. This one was too small, though. It was a pity I didn’t have me duffle coat with me. There was a treble hook in the pocket. I could use the minnow as bait te catch a bigger fish, a trout that me da could have for his tea.

			The minnow wasn’t flicking around much anymore. It looked terrified, its big eyes bulging out, staring at us and gasping for water. ‘Let’s drown it!’ The two boys looked at me as if I was tick. Maybe I was. Brother Hugh was always telling me that I was tick, but I knew how te drown a fish. ‘You might say that O’Connor is tick. But you, Finnigan, you’re tick squared!’ That’s what Brother Hugh said to me. I wasn’t bothered. I was the only one in the class with a square root, whatever that was. I nearly asked him one day during maths class when he said, ‘Any questions, boys?’ ‘Yes, Brother. What’s the square root of Finnigan?’ You could just imagine the face on him.

			The last time I went fishing, my older brother told me that you could drown a fish. I told him that he was a gobshite; that it was impossible te drown a fish. He smacked me across the head. I hate that. When I’m bigger, I’ll get him back. He took a minnow from the lemonade bottle and dipped it inte the river and pulled it backwards through the water by the tail. That did the trick.

			‘Don’t be stupid, Finnigan!’ I expected Mucky te say that, but I didn’t smack him across the head. Pinky gave me the minnow. I held it up to the light, up against the sky, and had a good look at it. Examining it like a scientist, like our biology teacher. He examined everything, always humming and hawing. I did the same. The two boys were dead impressed. The minnow looked past it, but I knew that it wasn’t dead yet. Fish are smart like that, trying it on, hoping you’ll throw them back. And as soon as ye do, they’ll sink straight te the bottom and ... zoom ... gone. Dead fish, really dead fish, float belly up te the surface. This minnow was not going te get one over on me. The two boys were watching me. Mucky still had his penknife at the ready, just in case. I knelt down in the wet grass, right on the edge of the bank, with me trousers rolled up above me knees. Me ma would kill me if I got me school pants dirty. Today was only Tuesday; I still had another three days te get out of them before they’d be washed.

			Pinky was the only one with a school uniform, a real school uniform with a tie and a blazer. He goes te the college, it’s full a brain heads. I go te the secondary. Its real name is the Patrician Brothers College, but it’s not really a college and we don’t really have a school uniform, only a navy jumper. It smells when you get it wet and shrinks when it’s washed. Mucky doesn’t have any school uniform at all. He goes te the Teck, the Technical School. He wears Wrangler and mad-coloured shirts with long pointy collars. I thinks that’s great. I’d love te go te the Teck, but me da won’t allow it. He says it’s a school for ticks. Most a the hard lads go te the Teck.

			‘Deh, de, de, deh ...’ I hummed the funeral song as I lowered the little minnow inte the water. I didn’t really want te kill it, though maybe it was already dead. The two boys stood over me, watching every move. The minnow went under, not a budge. I shook it a few time and dragged it around by the tail. Its freckled lips were wide open, exactly like Mrs Tyrrell’s when she calls all her kids in for their tea. The minnow wasn’t gasping anymore. Mucky leaned down, peering inte the water. ‘Let’s give it the kiss of life,’ he says. I looked up at him. Me da was right. The Teck is for ticks.

			‘Gimme the minnow!’ I didn’t have any choice. It was Mucky’s turn now. He was standing over me. I looked at his black Doc boots with the red laces, his Wrangler with the white turn-up marks at the bottoms and the faded creases where his ma always ironed them. I stood up and gave him the minnow. He didn’t examine it or hold it up to the sky. He flicked it with his fingernail across the back a the head te see if it was still alive. Fuckin’ gobshite. He looked the minnow straight in the eye and started making faces at it. It was funny, we cracked up. But the minnow didn’t move, didn’t laugh at all. I wonder if fish have a sense of humour. Do they have their own jokes that they tell, taking the piss outa frogs and fishermen. I bet they do.

			Mucky held the minnow by the back of its head, between his thumb and finger. He brought the minnow up to his mouth and shoved it in, pretending te eat it. Shur he’s half mad. He took it out again, laughing at us, then he blew. Not a soft blow like you’d use te dry the ink on your copy during English class. But a strong blow like when you’re having a fag in the back of the boiler room and one of the teachers comes around the corner. I was caught hanging around there once and I don’t even smoke, not with me asthma and all.

			 The little minnow flew out from between Mucky’s fingers and plopped back inte the water. We waited. It didn’t come floating belly up te the surface. It was gone, got away, escaped. Fish are smart like that. ‘It was dead anyway.’ Mucky had te say that. He knew that he looked like a gobshite. Pinky couldn’t care less. It was his minnow, if he didn’t say anything, then I couldn’t. He picked up a stone from the grass. It was flat and smooth, and great for skimmin’. He holds the record: twelve skims. The best I’ve ever done is ten. Mucky is useless; he just can’t get it together. That’s because he goes te the Teck, and because he’s a feckin’ eejit.

			A great ruckus had begun on the other side a the river. There was shouting and roaring and doors banging. It was coming from Whyte’s pub. The doors flew open and a great big man came tumbling out onte the street. Out inte the middle of the housewives still doing their shopping for the tea and a couple a fellas still dilly-dallying their way home from school. The big man was shouting his head off, yelling with his face pressed right up against the window, and the flashing Guinness sign. ‘I’ll take yis all on, the lot a yis! Come on, ye cowards. Yer all feckin’ cowards, all a yis!’ I knew his voice well. I hear it every day, but he sounded strange when he shouted out in the street like that. It was me da. He was on his way home from work. Barely five bells and there he was, pissed as a fart already.

			The two boys laughed. Then Pinky stopped, he recognised the alco. I kept me head down, looking for the minnow, waiting te see its white belly. Me da started te sing. I know the song well; we sometimes sing it at home. It was a Christy Moore song. He’s nearly famous, like The Dubliners, or Thin Lizzy. I’ve seen his picture on posters all over Naas and Kildare, even in Dublin, when I was up there for the dog races at Shelbourne Park. I thought he’d done something wrong and was wanted by the Garda. But he didn’t, and he’s not, and he’s nearly famous. They even had him on The Late Late Show with Gay Byrne. “Ye can roll it there, Collette.” He always says that. It’s his show, so I suppose he can say anything he likes. But he’s not allowed te swear. He can’t say shite or bollix, or tell Mucky that he’s a tick, fuckin’ eejit.

			‘Shur the crack was good in Cricklewood ...’ Me da was singing his head off as he wandered up towards the backstreet, Eyre Street. Mucky was still laughing and was about te shout across the river when Pinky elbowed him in the ribs, giving him the nod te keep his mouth shut. He stayed quiet, thank God. Me da went up the street and out of sight, but we could still hear him, still singing his head off. ‘She turned nine times around and the poor auld dog was drowned ... la, la, la for the Oirish Ro-ho-ver!’ Pinky started laughing. It was Pinky’s da who threw my da out of the pub. The pub belonged to Mr Whyte, Pinky’s da. It didn’t matter. The three of us went inte stitches, laughing our heads off for ages.

			Pinky flicked a smooth red stone. It skimmed easily across the top of the river ten times then shot inte the reeds and long grass on the other side, just below Fuscardi’s Chip Shop. A dead man from the town was found there, in the backyard, a few years ago. Me da knew him; said that he’s sold a horse te the tinkers and that very night, they waited for him, robbed the money back, and murdered him. Me da says that ye can’t trust that lot with the time a day.

			Ten in one go. Pinky took my record in his first go. Mucky had a go. He was using a round rock. Splash, one. I laughed at him, but not for long. I didn’t fancy one a those Doc boots up me arse.

			‘De ye want te hear a joke? I heard it in the corridor from one a the sixth-years.’ Pinky surprised me. He’s not normally one for coming out with jokes, and what was he doing with sixth-years? Shur they never bothered with third-years, unless they were taking the piss. ‘Yeah, go on.’ Mucky loved a good joke, a good dirty joke, a good dirty-filthy joke. ‘Why did the pervert cross the road?’ I didn’t know, but there was no shortage of perverts in Newbridge. ‘Why?’ asked Mucky. He was dying te know, laughing already, it had te be dirty. ‘Because he couldn’t get his micky outa the chicken!’

			As soon as he said micky, we cracked up. It was just the way it sounded. Micky. We didn’t really get the joke—not really—but we broke our arses laughing anyway. Pinky let rip with another skimmer. Nine. He has the knack for it. He’s able te put a spin on the stone, make it hop across the water. It’s great te watch. ‘We had sex education today during the Religion class.’ Pinky said it cool-like, as if he knew something that we didn’t. ‘Sex education!’ I couldn’t say it without laughing. I knew it was all about mickys and vaginas. It’s funny. According te Mucky, the lads at the Teck call it riding. That’s all it is: riding. He said that some of the girls in the Teck are riding. I really wanted te go te the Teck.

			‘Jasis, did ye see that?’ Mucky nearly leapt from the bank with excitement. There was a great splash and ripples poured out from the middle a the river. ‘Fuckin’ hell! A pike! A great big bastard of a pike! Did yis not see it?’ We hadn’t seen a bit of it. I love it when the fish rise, leaping out of the water, their scales shining silver, splashes everywhere. They look great, like in slow motion, driving themselves up inte the sky, trying te break free, trying te fly up inte the clouds. I have a book at home called Beneath the Waves. It was written by J. P. Innsbrook. Me uncle Andy gave it to me for me birthday. He loved it. He thought I’d like it, too. I do; it’s great. It’s all about marine life, saltwater and freshwater fish, and mammals. I like the octopus. Amazing, just as intelligent as people, but they only have a lifespan of three years, so they don’t get a chance te prove it. My absolute favourite is the archerfish. They’re able to allow for refraction. They can calculate the refractive index of water. Fish can calculate things like that. Refraction is the ability of light to bend at the point of passage from one medium to another of different density. I know that. Archerfish know it. Most a the lads in my class don’t. Archerfish are smart like that.

			‘I never knew that women have eggs.’ Pinky was still going on about his sex education. ‘Like chickens?’ Mucky, tick fucker. ‘No, not like chickens!’ Pinky hated it when Mucky let his stupidity get the better of him. As big as he is, pubic hair and all, he just doesn’t have a clue. Pubic hair, wouldn’t that be great? I don’t have any, but Mucky does, like a real man, a grown man. But he doesn’t have a clue; he’s an out and out gobshite. Pinky surprised me. He was not one for talking about sex or telling dirty jokes. And now, when he did talk about it, he didn’t burst out laughing like we did. He thought about it as if it made sense to him. He’s not as fat as he used te be either.

			I was going te tell the two boys about my ‘Dear Jim’ letter. ‘Dear Jim, could you fix it for me to meet the drummer from The Police?’ That’s what I wrote two weeks ago, but I never got an answer, not even a ‘now then, now then’. He always says that. I don’t suppose he can fix it for everybody. I really wanted te meet him, the drummer from The Police. The DJ always plays them at our school disco. We go mad all over the place, and The Buzzcocks—they’re great as well. But then the fights started and the Garda were brought in te keep an eye on us. The whole thing was closed down after one a their Alsatians got knifed. Shame, that.

			‘Ovaries.’ Pinky sounded like my biology teacher. I was interested though. He sounded serious and that made me curious. ‘That’s what the eggs are called—ovaries,’ he said calmly. 

			Mucky perked up. ‘What’s a fanny called?’ Even I knew that. ‘Vagina,’ I said. Me and Mucky couldn’t stop laughing. ‘How many eggs does a woman have?’ It was a good question, coming from Mucky. I’m not too sure, but I’d say a dozen sounds about right. A score means twenty. ‘Two,’ says Pinky. He sounded like a professor, like the ones on telly. Submaxillary, I thought te meself. It’s a new word. I learned it today during English class. It means beneath the lower jaw.

			‘Do the eggs turn inte babies?’ Mucky was on a roll. ‘Yes,’ said Professor Pinky. ‘Two eggs?’ asked Mucky. ‘Yes,’ I said. I wanted te be as smart as Pinky. Mucky picked up a rock and let it fly out across the river. Two. Now he’s twice as good, hundred-percent improvement. ‘Well, how come Mrs Maguire had triplets?’ he asked Pinky. She did. Three babies from two eggs in one go. Me ma said that it nearly killed her. God love her, the poor woman. Me da laughed and said that Johnny would have te get another job just te feed them all. Pinky couldn’t answer Mucky. Neither could I. It was like one of those maths questions that I hate. Find the hidden value for x, given that x + y = 3z. This one had the better a me; maybe I should ask Brother Hugh. Pinky felt stupid. He’d been caught out by Mucky.

			I like Mucky. You can trust him, rely on him. He’s not exactly Mr Brain, but good te have on your side when there’s trouble about. We have been friends for years. The three of us. There used te be four of us, with Skinner Farrell. But his family moved away after the fire, off out te Milltown, miles away. His da doesn’t have a car. He can’t drive, lost one of his arms in an industrial accident, when he was a young man. He had te learn how te write all over again. Couldn’t do any more boxing either. We haven’t seen Skinner for months. Now there’s just the three of us. We hang around together all the time, getting inte all sorts a mischief, or so me ma says. Mucky’s ma is fat, huge; she’s pregnant. My ma says she’s due anytime now. My ma can tell ’cause Mrs Morning’s belly is hanging down real low, and it’s going te be a boy. My ma knows everything; she’s great. I really love her. Newbridge is full of women that are pregnant, due any day now, all walking around with their bellies hanging low.

			Skinner’s family moved te Milltown after their house burnt down. It was seven doors down from us, just at the bottom of the Ring. His little sister died in the fire; she was only five. She used te hang around with my little sister, always up in the bedroom, playing with their dolls, having tea parties, and going te discos with the Six Million Dollar Man. The thick smoke killed her. I heard me ma and da talking about it. A terrible thing te happen to a child, God love the poor little mite. It was the hot smoke, made her lungs blister inside and when the blisters burst, the poor girl drowned, couldn’t breathe. Me ma cried for a long time. All the mas did.

			Pinky has a girlfriend. I don’t, but I’ve kissed loads a girls, loads a times, especially when we play spin the bottle in our fort out in Ryan’s field. Missus M, missus I, missus ssi, missus ssi, ppi. Mississippi, the greatest river of North America, rising in Minnesota and flowing south te the Gulf of Mexico. My favourite word is ‘spillikin’, and I like singing: ‘Josie Abbins sells fish for twopence a dish. Don’t buy it, don’t buy it, ’cause it’s made from cats’ piss.’ Mucky was singing his head off. We all joined in. Across the river, Rooster was standing on the roof of his house. He was waving his fist at us. He’s mad. He’s a carpenter—a genius according te my uncle—but no one will hire him because of his unpredictability. He’s unreliable; it all depends on the mood he’s in. Now he was standing on the roof of his house, shaking his hammer at us. ‘Hooligans! Curs!’ That’s what he called us. ‘Rooster, yer only a bollix!’ Mucky didn’t care.

			Meself and Pinky legged it under the bridge, under the first of the three arches. You wouldn’t know who’d be going by, who’d hear ye and tell yer ma. Mucky called Rooster a bollix again. I couldn’t stop laughing. My voice sounded strange, all echoes under the bridge. It was a great spot for fishing, especially when it rained. In the rain, the fish swim under the bridge. Not because they’re afraid of gettin’ wet but because that’s where all the flies go. Fish are smart like that.

			My uncle hired Rooster te do some carpentry work with him in the town church. They were making a new alter. Me da asked why he’d hired Rooster, why he’d bothered with him at all. Me uncle said, ‘Well, Waxie, even a stopped clock is right twice a day.’ I knew what he meant. People call him Rooster because of his great big mop of wavy, fiery-red hair. A lot of people are afraid of him though, and avoid him when he comes out onte the main street with his wheelbarrow stacked with taps, pipes, and kitchen sinks, him muttering with his head down, cursing and swearing for no reason at all. He’s mad but great craic.

			Pinky pulled a bulter from his pocket. It was a good one. The glass was perfect, not worn or chipped. It had blue and yellow spirals down the middle. It was worth at least six marbles. I wanted it to add te my collection of marbles and bulters. I’d have te be smart like the fox in the story about the crow and the lump of cheese. I took out me hanky, the one I carried for me asthma. Very slowly and carefully I unfolded it and removed the twopence piece from the middle. It was flat and distorted. I began cleaning it with the hanky. I kept it close te me, protecting it, making sure it was safe from the two boys.

			‘What’s that?’ Mucky came closer, looking over me shoulder. Pinky put the bulter back inte his pocket, he was watching Mucky watching me, getting curious. I kept cleaning away, giving it my full attention. ‘What is it?’ Mucky was keen. It was a pity he didn’t own the bulter. ‘I’ll show ye but no messin’,’ I said. Pinky was over, dying te see what was going on. Very slowly, I took the crooked twopence from the hanky. The two boys watched it, eyes wide, as if it was a genuine gold sovereign from one a those long lost treasures that wash up on the shore of a deserted island. Lying in the bleached white sand, waiting for a castaway to discover it.

			‘My uncle gave it to me.’ I knew that I had te put a good story behind it. ‘It’s from Australia.’ Ye couldn’t tell it was a twopence; most of the markings were worn or unreadable. ‘He got it from one a them ... black men ... in the jungle.’ I know they’re called aboriginals. Aboriginal means indigenous, existing or present at the dawn of history, or before the arrival of colonists or invaders. But I couldn’t say that. Pinky is studying Australia in his geography class. ‘They’re not black men; they’re called aboriginals ... and it’s not the jungle. It’s the bush.’ I knew that, too. Professor Pinky was hooked.

			‘Abo—what?’ I tried te sound as tick as Mucky. ‘Aboriginal!’ said Pinky. ‘Yeah, that’s it: Abo-rigid-nil. One a them fellas gave it to my uncle, in a swap for his gold watch. It’s hundreds a years old.’ I closed me fist tight around it. ‘No messin’. Me uncle will kill me if I lose it.’ ‘For his gold watch,’ says Mucky. ‘He must be mad!’ ‘It’s holy,’ I said. ‘My uncle says that it brings ye good luck and protects ye wherever ye go, especially at night.’ Pinky is afraid a the dark. ‘Give us a look,’ he said. He held out his hand.

			I knew that he’d examine it the same as me. I handed it over. I wanted that bulter. ‘Don’t drop it,’ I said. Pinky got a bit nervous, half afraid te look at it. He examined it, turning it very slowly, over and over between his fingers. I’d put the twopence on the railway tracks a few days ago. The Dublin-te-Waterford train came screaming out of the tunnel and ran over it. It’s a game I play on me own. I never do it when any of the lads are around. It’s my game.

			‘Give us it back. You’ve had it long enough.’ I snatched it back and stuffed it inte me hanky. ‘It’s bad luck te keep it out in the sun too long.’ I pushed the hanky back inte me pocket and knelt down by the riverbank, looking for the minnow. It was miles away by now. Fish, especially salmon, are great swimmers. The Chinook salmon swims over seven hundred miles back te where it was born. Then it spawns and dies. Salmon are great: seven hundred miles against the current, and they can weigh up te twenty-four pounds. The biggest fish I ever caught weighed one-and-a-half pounds. It was a trout, a monster, didn’t even fit in the basin in the kitchen sink.

			‘I’ll swap ye,’ says Pinky. ‘Don’t be tick. Shur what de you have that’s as good as this?’ I asked. Pinky rooted in his pocket. I nearly had it. He pulled out his Saint Christopher medal that he still had from his confirmation, and a penknife. ‘I’ll give ye these.’ It was a good swap, but I wanted the bulter. ‘I’ve already got a penknife.’ ‘No, ye haven’t.’ Pinky was right; I don’t, but I had te lie. ‘Yes I have. Me brother gave me his old one last week.’ Pinky put the knife back in his pocket. ‘What else have ye got?’ ‘Nothing.’ ‘Are ye sure ... nothing?’ ‘Yeah.’ He searched his pockets again and pulled out the bulter. I wanted te grab it. ‘Anything else?’ I asked. He shook his head and turned his pockets inside out. The white pocket material was dotted with ink stains, and the lining was thick with dust.

			‘I’ll swap ye for the lot,’ I said. Pinky was thinking about it. He needed a nudge. I started te shine the twopence again. Mucky stuck his face in. ‘Gis a look at it.’ He held out his hand. It was bigger than mine and his knuckles stuck out like a man’s, like me da’s. ‘Alright here!’ Pinky grabbed the twopence from me hand. I took the medal, the penknife, and the bulter. I’m not really inte Saint Christopher. I’m more inte Padre Pio. He’s dead now but nearly a saint. Me ma is mad inte Padre Pio. She tells us everything about him. How the Devil used te torment him, throwing his books around, beating and kicking him. On the twelfth of September 1918, the five wounds of Our Lord’s Passion appeared on his body, making him the first stigmatised priest in the history of the church. He was a very holy man. When I want something desperately, I always say a prayer te Padre Pio.

			Rooster was across on the other bank, dumping tiles inte the river. He was taking them all off his roof, for no reason at all. There was nothing wrong with them; they weren’t cracked or broken or anything. That fella’s as mad as a brush. ‘Whereabouts in Australia?’ Pinky was still examining the twopence. ‘In the bushes.’ Pinky looked at me as if I was tick. ‘What part of Australia? Where did he meet the Aboriginals?’ I didn’t care anymore. I had the bulter in me pocket and there was no way he was getting it back now. ‘In Sydney.’ ‘There’s no bush in Sydney.’ He got me there. ‘Are ye sure? Sydney’s a big place, ye know. Me uncle says it’s huge. Maybe he met the Abo-rigid-nils when they came te do a bit a shopping.’ Pinky had te think about that one. ‘You’ll have te ask me uncle,’ I said. He never would, doesn’t even know what me uncle looks like. ‘We have sex education in the morning with Brother Joe.’ I had te change the subject. ‘Mickys and fannies,’ says Mucky. We all laughed. Mucky roared across the river. ‘Hey, Rooster! Mickys and fannies!’ We cracked up.

			‘You should be ashamed of yourself, young Whyte!’ It was a grown-up. We froze. It was Mrs Farrell. She works up in the priest’s house, doing all the cleaning and cooking. She was on her way up te the shops. She leaned over the bridge, staring at us through her blue-rimmed, medical card glasses. She had a purple scarf tied around her head te stop her wig from blowing away. ‘And you, too, young Finnigan! Wait till I see yer mothers. You should be ashamed of yerselves! Saying such things ... and right across the road from the church! The house of God!’ She blessed herself twice. ‘You should be over there right now, on yer knees, the lot a yis, begging forgiveness, trying te save yer souls from hell. From eternal damnation! Wait till I see yer parents. Hard-working and this is the thanks they get, yis little blaggards! If youse were mine ... by God, I tell ye ... if youse were mine!’ She gave us one a those looks that made ye feel like shite, ashamed of yerself, not because of what ye said but because a grown-up heard ye. She blew through her nose at us. Like boxers do when they throw a punch. Then she stormed off across the bridge.

			‘Fuck,’ I said. ‘Me ma’s gonna kill me.’ Mucky laughed. ‘Auld battleaxe!’ he said. He didn’t care. Mrs Farrell doesn’t talk to his mother. They had an argument years ago, in the town hall, over a turkey, first prize in the Christmas raffle. They both had the winning ticket. Mucky’s mother hit Mrs Farrell with the turkey and knocked her out cold. They haven’t spoken to each other since, and shur it was Mucky who sold them both the tickets. Me ma was going te murder me, then she’d tell me da and he’d murder me as well, just te be sure that I got the message. Mrs Farrell and my ma are good friends. They got married on the same day, in the same church, and had their reception together. The pictures are great. Everyone real young, all smiling, fit as fiddles, happy as Larry. Mr Farrell is long dead, died of TB. Sometimes, when me da is a bit pissed, he tells the stories about him and Mitch—Mr Farrell—and the things they got up te ... and I thought we were mad.

			We stood and watched Mrs Farrell cross over the road and start up the main street te get her bits and pieces for the tea. Pinky’s mother was standing outside the pub, giving the glass door a good going-over with the Windolene. Pinky was shitting himself. He took out the twopence and squeezed it, closing his eyes and making a wish. We held our breaths. ‘Evening, Biddy.’ ‘Evening, Mary.’ She walked on by. ‘Yes!’ said Pinky, delighted. He looked at the twopence, smiling, as if it had magical powers.

			‘What’s fornication?’ It was a good word for Mucky te come out with. ‘Having sex without getting married.’ I knew that one. ‘To indulge in sexual relations, that is intercourse, outside the sanctity of marriage.’ Pinky was an expert now. ‘Ye mean riding and not getting married? Is that bad?’ Mucky was clueless. ‘It’s a mortal sin!’ Pinky said it just like Brother Joe. ‘Can ye go te hell for it?’ asked Mucky. ‘Forever,’ said Pinky, like a priest. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘not if ye confess yer sins te God.’ Mucky looked at me. ‘What?! Tell the priest that I was riding? Are ye mad?! Shur he’ll tell me ma and da. I’d sooner go te hell!’ ‘Priests aren’t allowed te tell anyone about your confession. It’s private, personal, between you and him ... and God. If he does, it’s a mortal sin and he’ll go te hell,’ I said. Pinky nodded in agreement. Mucky wasn’t having it. ‘Don’t be stupid. Everyone knows that priests aren’t allowed inte hell.’

			Mucky is two years older than us. He started school a year late and then was kept back a year so that he could catch up. His real name is Diarmuid Morning. We pronounced it Dear-mud and that turned inte Mucky. Even some of his teachers call him Mucky. I don’t have a nickname, which is fine with me. D’arcy Finnigan is grand just the way it is. Pinky got his nickname from one of his aunties because of his rosy cheeks. His real name is James Whyte. He is a lonely child, no brothers or sisters. Imagine having a whole bed te yerself; must be great.

			Mucky is inte backing horses. He puts on bets for his granny. Sometimes, he doesn’t put the bet on at all, hoping that the horses lose then he keeps the money. Usually, it works but not always. One time, the bet came in. It was worth fifty-four quid and Mucky hadn’t put it on. He got the beating of his life. We didn’t see him for days. I thought he was dead. Then he got kicked out of school for insulting the headmaster’s wife. ‘The last time I seen a face like that, I was pulling a fishing hook out of it.’ That’s what he said about her and one a the teachers heard him. He was expelled for two weeks. Mucky was hoping for a month. Teachers are fuckers who marry ugly wives. I hate them. I hate homework and I hate school.

			‘Did ye hear about The Moat?’ Pinky knew that we didn’t and couldn’t wait te tell us. The Moat is a big hill with a great big oak tree on top. It’s behind my school, across the fields about half a mile away. It’s close to where they are building our new school gym. All the workers have te give their labour free. The school can’t afford te pay anyone. Some Saturdays, we have to go down and help, but we just get in the way. ‘They tried te knock it down,’ said Pinky. ‘Knock what down?’ Mucky asked and skimmed a stone at the same time. One. ‘The tree, the big oak tree that’s on top of The Moat.’ ‘The one that’s haunted?’ I’d heard it was haunted with fairies and little people.

			‘It’s not haunted. It’s magical, full a special powers. The whole Moat is soaked in magic.’ Pinky believed all that stuff: leprechauns, goblins, fairies. He believed the lot. I’m not too sure—a sceptic, as some people might say. ‘Three bulldozers got wrecked. One a them was turned over and the driver nearly killed.’ Pinky was not normally one for ... flights of fancy, as me ma says. ‘Were they all drunk?’ says Mucky, laughing. He never believes any of the old stories about The Moat. He always takes the piss out of things like that. I don’t really believe it either, but I never take the piss. Me ma says that you should never make fun of the things that you don’t understand and that you should never wish harm on anyone. Curses, like chickens, come back te roost. That’s another one.

			‘Two of the bulldozers broke down halfway up The Moat, for no reason. Just like that!’ Pinky snapped his fingers for emphasis. ‘The other one turned over. The driver was lucky to escape with his life!’ Pinky sounded so sure that it was true. I couldn’t help but believe him. ‘How do you know?’ Mucky wasn’t having any of it. He just wanted te take the piss. ‘I heard some a the workers talking about it in the bar on Saturday night.’ Mucky made one a those half-arsed laughs, the kind that says you’re a gobshite. But Pinky had heard grown-ups talking about it in the bar, and grown-ups don’t spend their time talking about fairy tales. They talk about the news and current affairs. ‘They used chainsaws as well and that didn’t work either.’ Pinky had us on that one. Chainsaws and bulldozers—magic was the only thing that could stop them.

			‘Let’s go and see if we can catch any fairies.’ Mucky was serious. ‘They don’t come out during the day, only at night ... and you can’t see them unless they want you to.’ Pinky was well up on fairies. ‘How do you know?’ Mucky only wanted te make Pinky look like an eejit. ‘I just do, okay?’ Pinky was a bit narked and they stood there, eyeing each other, looking for a slip-up. ‘You’ll never see them anyway because you don’t believe. You have to believe in them or they’ll never show themselves to you.’ ‘Show themselves, me bollix! There’s no such thing as fairies or leprechauns. It’s all a load a bollix. Only kids believe in that sort a stuff. There’s no such thing. You’re a gobshite, Whyte!’ Mucky laughed. ‘Whyte’s a gobshite. Whyte’s a gobshite!’ It was funny, the way he said it. I was laughing, too. Pinky let rip with another skimmer. He was standing right on the edge a the bank. He flicked it real hard and slipped. His legs shot up in the air and his arse came down in the muck and his feet splashed inte the water. We cracked up. The arse a Pinky’s pants was destroyed, and his socks and shoes were soaking.

			‘Ah, for fuck sake! It’s not fuckin’ funny! Me ma’s gonna murder me. Finnigan, give us yer hanky!’ ‘Fuck off. I can’t; it’s not mine. It’s me da’s ... and it’s full a snot.’ ‘Ah, Jasis! What am I gonna do?’ Mucky butted in. ‘Wipe yer arse in the grass,’ he said, laughing. I laughed, too.

			Pinky scraped most a the muck off with the big doc leaves that were growing under the chestnut tree close by. Doc leaves are great for nettle stings but awful if ye eat them. Sally sour leaves are nice, but ye have te be careful when picking them. Sometimes, they’re covered with cuckoo spit, and that’s feckin’ awful stuff. When summer comes, we eat them by the handfuls, with blackberries, red berries, goosegogs, and a mouthful of water from the stream out in the fields. I love being out in the fields, running around mad with no grown-ups telling ye te keep quiet or te go home and do yer homework. I love collecting birds’ nests but I’m not allowed te bring them home anymore. Not since I kept them under me pillow and, next morning, the bed was crawling with worms. Me brother went mad, woke up with worms in his hair. Me ma went spare. I love The Boomtown Rats. Ye’d have te be tick not te like their music, and now that they’d been on telly, they were famous.

			Pinky got most a the muck off. It would take a good brushing te do the rest. They were nice pants; he’d only had them a couple a weeks. His ma bought them in Dublin. All the way te Dublin for a pair a pants. I’ve had mine since Christmas. That’s ten months now. I got them in Sloan’s shop. Me ma has an account there. That’s where we buy all our clothes. Every Saturday, the man comes around te the house te collect the money. The dogs hate him and go mad when he turns up. When I go te Sloan’s, I’m not allowed te go near the expensive stuff, like leather-soled shoes or Doc boots or Wrangler. It’s great te get new clothes, no matter what they are. Me auntie, who lives in London, sends over big boxes of second-hand clothes every now and again. Some are torn, which is fine ’cause I can sew. Me ma doesn’t have time, so it’s quicker all round if I do it meself. I put together me own shoes as well, made from me brother’s cast-offs. Glue, nails, sandpaper, and polish—right as rain. I’ve always wanted a pair of loafers, but now I have a pair of brogues and everybody knows that brogues are ten times better than loafers.

			Pinky was cursing under his breath, trying te pick things from his pockets. He had pieces of folded paper and an envelope, a blue envelope. Mucky grabbed it from his hand. It was obvious why. The envelope was covered in lots of little love hearts drawn in red biro. It was a Valentine’s card and Valentine’s Day was two months ago. The two boys started te fight for the card. Mucky held the envelope out over the river, threatening te drop it in. Pinky was fuming. ‘Stop fuckin’ messing. Give us it back!’ Mucky opened it up. Pinky’s face went bright red. There was nothing he could do. ‘Roses are red; violets are blue. Ice cream is lovely and so are you!’ Pinky made a grab for the card. Mucky jumped inte the river a couple a feet from the bank. The water was up to his knees. He didn’t care. Pinky was gobsmacked. ‘H. O. L. L. A. N. D. Hope our love lasts and never dies!’ He stood there in the river, reading from the card at the top of his voice. People on the other side were looking over at him. He kept on reading. One a the sixth-years going home from school leaned over the bridge. ‘Get outa there, ye fuckin’ gobshite!’

			Mucky looked up. For a second, he thought it was a grown-up then seen that it wasn’t. He held up a pretend microphone to his mouth and pointed up at the sixth-year. He started te sing. ‘In this town, Willie says everybody trying te tell ye what te do, do, de, do, do, do.’ Pinky started te laugh. The fella on the bridge wanted te laugh as well, but he couldn’t. He shouted down again. ‘It’s not Willie. It’s Billy, ye feckin’ eejit!’ He liked The Boomtown Rats as well. Mucky kept on singing. ‘Hey, Willie! Take a walk, take a walk, take a wa-halk. Hey, Willie! Take a walk with me, ne, ne ...’ The sixth-year carried on walking. ‘Come on, Mucky. Give us it back, will ye?’ Pinky was trying hard not te beg but getting close. Mucky put the card back inte the envelope. ‘It’ll cost ye.’ Pinky was thinking about it.

			‘The sky is blue; the grass is green. The colour of yer knickers, I’ve never seen.’ That was one of Mucky’s love poems. He made it up himself and got me te write it on a Valentine’s card, the one he sent to Siobhan. She never guessed it was from him, even though they’re in the same class. He gives her a terrible time. ‘Knock, knock. Who’s there? Siobhan. Siobhan who? Siobhan yer knickers; yer father’s coming.’ Things like that he says to her. He put the envelope into his denim-jacket pocket.

			‘Alright then. What do ye want?’ Pinky was well pissed off, insult to injury. Isn’t that what they call it? ‘How much have ye got?’ Pinky searched his pockets. He didn’t need te take the money out. He knew exactly how much money he had, just by the feel of it. ‘Twenty-eight pence.’ Mucky sucked in through his teeth. ‘Not enough.’ He was still standing in the river. ‘That’s all I got,’ said Pinky. ‘Right,’ began Mucky. ‘I tell ye what: a large bottle a lemonade between me and Finnigan, when we get up the road, right?’ ‘I’ll give ye a large bottle of orange.’ ‘Naw, lemonade. We want lemonade, don’t we, Finnigan?’ I knew why Mucky insisted on lemonade. It was the hardest one te get. The crates are stacked right at the end of the bar. It was impossible te grab a bottle without getting caught. I don’t even like lemonade, though it is nice when I mix it with ice cream after the Sunday dinner. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘We want a large bottle of lemonade.’ ‘Taylor Keith,’ said Mucky. Pinky would have te stand on the stool te get that one. ‘Gimme the card!’ Pinky was frowning, fit te cry. ‘Is it a deal?’ ‘Yeah, yeah. Just gimme the fuckin’ card back!’

			Mucky threw the card back at Pinky. He couldn’t catch it quick enough and stuffed it inte the inside pocket of his school blazer that was laying across our schoolbags under the trees. Pinky has a leather schoolbag, all straps and shiny buckles, bulging at the seams with all sorts a books, hundreds a pages thick. Spanish books, Latin books, German books. Books on mineralogy, ecology, sociology, and biology. I bet he even has books on codology and bullology as well. I have a football bag. It’s white, with Leeds United printed in big black letters on each side. I hate football. The bag belonged te me older brother, and now I had it. He had Slade and T-Rex written all over it and some girls’ names written on the inside. He used te go te the Teck—that’s where the girls are riding. Mucky has a green army gas-mask bag. It’s not very big and it doesn’t hold a lot, though there’s never much in it anyway.

			Mucky was standing still, staring down inte the water. ‘Jasis! Look at this!’ He was frozen still. ‘There’s a great big salmon swimmin’ round me boots, nibbling at me laces.’ I didn’t believe him. ‘Catch it then,’ I said. ‘How the fuck am I supposed te catch it?’ I’d seen this programme on the telly about this man from Canada who was able te catch fish with his bare hands. ‘Tickle it under its belly real slow; that makes it sleepy. Then grab it. The man on the telly did it. It looked real easy.’ Mucky leaned down real slow, his eyes wide open with excitement. Pinky tiptoed over te the edge a the bank. He had a skimmer in his hand. Mucky’s face was right against the water. ‘Jasis! It’s huge!’ Suddenly, he shoved both arms under, head and all. He grabbed for the fish with splashes everywhere. He came up. He got it! He got the fuckin’ fish.

			It went up inte the air, way up over his head, twisting and turning, throwing water everywhere. Mucky’s arms were all over the place, trying te catch it. It was a salmon alright, probably on its way back te the spawning ground somewhere up in the Wicklow mountains. It looked great, like in slow motion, millions of water drops, all separated and glistening in the sun. Mucky jumped around the river like a madman; he was absolutely soaked. The salmon flicked itself away from Mucky, turning itself around, nearly flying. Mucky grabbed at it but missed. The salmon splashed back inte the water. ‘Ah, bollix! Come on, fishy fish. Where are ye gone? Come on now. Show yourself, ye fishy fucker.’ Mucky was face back at the water, but by now, the salmon was well gone. Mucky walked out farther, getting deeper. The water was up to his fly, but he didn’t care. He wanted the salmon. But it was gone, off up inte the mountains te lay its eggs and then die. Salmon are very complicated and live their lives in phases. When the eggs hatch, the little fish that comes out is called an alevin. Then it becomes a fry. After a while, it changes into a parr, then several years later, it becomes a smolt and then a full-grown salmon. Considering all the changes that they have to go through, salmon do really well to survive, but salmon are smart like that.

			Mucky came plunging across te the bank, pushing big waves in front of him, nearly drowning us. ‘Did ye see the size of it? I had it in me hands, nearly caught it. Fuck Jasis! That was great! A salmon with me bare hands. Wait till I tell the lads! Jasis. Did ye see the size a the fucker? It was more like a shark. A young shark! And I nearly caught it! Must a been nearly twenty pounds ... or more! Did ye see the length of it? As long as me fuckin’ arm ... even longer ... like me leg ... Jasis!’ He climbed out of the river and onte the bank. We stood there, watching him as the water drained away, out through the eyelets in his Docs. He couldn’t stand still for a second. ‘Slippery fucker sharks. I could see all its teeth when it was fightin’ me up in the air. It tried te bite me. Did ye see it? Long teeth, razor sharp. But I nearly had the savage bastard.’ I knew it wasn’t a shark, even though me da says that Newbridge is full a them.

			Pinky let rip with the skimmer. It went straight under, didn’t even hop once. Rooster started shouting again. There was two fellas annoying him. He was standing on his roof, waving his hammer at them. The two fellas were throwing apples at him. They’d robbed them, probably from the college sheds, where all the apples from the college orchard are stored. Their pockets and jumpers were stuffed full with apples. Mucky knew them. They go te the Teck as well. I’ve seen them around the other end a the town, up near the Curragh, where the army camp is. Two of Mucky’s brothers are in the army.

			‘Skippy! Spider!’ Mucky roared across the river. The two fellas came down te the opposite bank. ‘Hi, Mucky! What are ye doing? Did ye catch antin’?’ They thought we were fishing. ‘Yeah, nearly caught a shark, a great big fucker!’ ‘Are ye sure it wasn’t a whale?’ ‘Yeah, could a been!’ ‘Yeah ... a bicycle whale!’ The two fellas laughed. ‘Don’t get fuckin’ smart or I’ll stick yis in the fuckin’ river ... gis an apple.’ ‘Yeah, you and whose army?’ He picked out one a the apples from his jumper. He threw it up and across the river. It landed in the long reeds a couple a yards up from us. Mucky went straight in and pulled it out. The apple was dark red and shining from the water. Mucky took a great big bite.

			‘Where did yis get them?’ he shouted. ‘Ah, shur that I’d be telling ye.’ ‘Are ye going te the match tomorrow?’ asked Mucky. ‘Yeah.’ ‘Did yer ma say it was alright then?’ ‘I don’t know. I never asked her.’ ‘Yeah, me neither.’ Mucky was lying. I’d seen the note from his ma telling the teachers that it was okay for Mucky te go. He took another great big bite. ‘Aye, Mucky,’ shouts Spider. ‘What?’ ‘What’s worse than finding a worm in yer apple?’ Mucky stopped chewing. The two boys were laughing and Spider shouted, ‘Finding half a worm!’

			Mucky looked down. There was a small black hole in the white a the apple. He spat the mouthful out all over the place. Serves him right, greedy fucker. ‘I’ll fuckin’ murder yis! Bastards! Tomorrow. I’ll get yis tomorrow. I’ll hit yis so many punches, you’ll think yer surrounded. You’re dead, fuckin’ dead!’ Mucky lost it big time. He threw the apple back at them but missed. Instead he hit the car that was driving by. The apple splattered across the windscreen. It was a yellow Fiat 131. I knew the car well. It belonged te one of my teachers who used te be a boxer. He slapped on the brakes and was outa the car like a light. We ran for it, leggin’ it under the arch of the bridge. The two boys were fucked. The teacher was on them like a shot.

			‘It wasn’t us, mister. Honest! It wasn’t us! Aahhh! Let go a me. You’re hurtin’ me hair! Aahhh!’ Skippy was nearly crying. ‘Have yis no sense? The pair a yis. Are ye trying te kill someone or what?’ ‘Aahhh, mister! Me hair. Aahhh!’ ‘What are yis doing with all those apples? Tormenting people, no doubt, yis thieving little curs. Where did yis get them, huh?’ ‘Aahhh! Me locks, mister. Aahhh!’ ‘Right. Inte the car with yis. We’ll see what the Garda have te say.’ It was like watching something from the telly. The teacher threw the two boys inte the back of his car. ‘It wasn’t us, mister. Honest. We didn’t do it!’ ‘Indeed. And I suppose yis bought all those apples as well. Now shut up!’ ‘Aahhh! Stop hittin’ me!’ ‘Get in and keep yer mouths shut or I’ll knock yer blocks off!’

			The teacher hopped inte the front seat and put his seat belt on. As soon as the buckle clicked shut, Spider was gone out the back door. He legged it down a lane. The teacher grabbed hold of Skippy and pulled him inte the front a the car, swearing under his breath. Skippy shoulda been quicker. Now, he was in for a hiding. A beating for the two of them. The car pulled away with Skippy looking over his shoulder te see where we’d gone. Mucky jumped out inte full view and gave him the fingers, laughing out loud and calling him a wanker. The car turned off left and up the backstreet.

			‘Isn’t that one a your teachers, Finnigan?’ ‘Yeah.’ ‘What’s he like?’ Mucky was hoping he’d be a right bastard. ‘Well, I hate te be either a those two. He used te be a boxer. Doesn’t take any shit. Not from anyone.’ ‘Was he any good?’ asks Mucky. ‘Yeah,’ says Pinky, butting in. ‘He was great. That’s why he’s a teacher.’ Mucky didn’t like being made te look tick. Though you’d think he’d be used to it by now. ‘Oh, they’re goners. Dead meat for sure,’ I said. ‘Dead and buried.’

			‘When I die, I want te be cremated,’ said Pinky. ‘I’d hate te be cremated. Burnt to a cinder, turned inte ashes.’ I was inclined to agree with Mucky on this one. ‘I want te be sure that I’m dead.’ Sometimes, I wish that Pinky would just shut the fuck up. ‘A course yer dead,’ said Mucky. ‘They don’t have te burn ye te make sure that you’re dead. Don’t be so bleedin’ tick, Whyte.’ ‘It’s true,’ says Pinky deadly serious. ‘People that are buried aren’t always dead. I know that for a fact.’ That shut us up. Pinky carried on. ‘I heard Mr Monaghan talking one night after his ma’s funeral. He sais that they buried the ma beside her sisters, and when the gravedigger got down te the coffins, he knocked one a the lids off by accident.’ ‘Was it a vampire?’ Mucky, gobshite.

			‘On the inside a the lid there were loads a scratch marks. They were made by the sister. She must a woke up after she’d been buried and everyone had gone home. She tried te get out but couldn’t. Then she must a ran out of air and died ... again. Mr Monaghan says that when he goes, he wants te be cremated. Imagine that. Waking up in a coffin, six feet under, and no one te hear ye. Having te die twice. Lying there, kicking and screaming, gasping for air. Feckin’ terrible.’ For a while, no one said a word. We were all too afraid and I knew that everything Pinky had said would stay with me for the rest of my life. Fuck him anyway.

			‘Bullshite! That’s a load a bullshite!’ I was glad Mucky said that. It took some of the fear away. Mucky didn’t just accept what grown-ups said. He always challenged it. Pinky believed most everything he heard in the bar because it came from grown-ups. And them telling us never te lie or steal or smoke, even though they’re always at it themselves.

			Grown-ups are strange. Always contradicting themselves, saying one thing but doing another. Always telling us te go te Mass and behave ourselves, even though they all stand at the back of the church and, as soon as Communion comes, they’re gone, up the road and inte the pub for a pint. Father Byrne said that praying must be thirsty work. I believed him.

			‘If the gravedigger knocked the lid off by accident—that’s what ye said, right? By accident.’ Pinky nodded. Mucky had been thinking about this one. ‘Then it couldn’t a been on too tight ... so the sister would a been able te move it herself, wouldn’t she?’ Mucky made a good point. He desperately wanted te prove that it was impossible te be buried alive. I was with him. Pinky perked up. ‘Impossible,’ he says. ‘No way she would a been able te move it ... not with the weight of all that soil on top of the coffin. She’d never be able te move it. Ever.’ He was right. All that soil, all those hungry worms crawling around in the dark. When I die, I want te be cremated. No question. And I’ll have me ashes scattered along the river. ‘It must be really hot. I mean really, really hot te burn yer bones inte ashes. Imagine waking up in there. Jasis!’ Mucky would think of that.

			One way or the other, it seemed te me that death was inevitable. No matter how I died, I would die ... eventually. This knowledge presented me with a question. Given that I was alive, what was I going te do with it? A millionaire. That’s what I wanted te be: a millionaire. ‘What would ye do if ye had a million quid?’ I asked. It’s a great question. Everything suddenly changes. People tell ye all their dreams.

			‘Spend it,’ says Mucky. ‘I’d buy the school,’ I said. ‘Buy the school? Why would ye do that?’ asked Mucky. ‘I’d buy the school ’cause then I could burn it down.’ I meant it; I would. Then I’d look after me ma, buy her a lifetime supply of everything she needs, like briquettes for the fire, to be delivered. No more would I have te go down te the shop and lug the fuckers home. Then I’d buy meself a lifetime supply of snowballs, black jacks, club milks, brand-new brogues, and loafers. Then if I had enough money left, I’d visit the Great Barrier Reef te see all the fish there. Then I’d go on a long expedition, across lands far away, nameless lands, in search of the last unicorn. ‘Aha! Dr Finnigan, I presume.’ There’s one out there somewhere and I’d be the man te find it. If bats and lizards and crocodiles can survive, so can a unicorn. I don’t like bats—dangerous fuckers—flying low and skimmin’ yer head. Everyone knows that if bats get tangled in yer hair, they’ll chop yer ears off with their wings.

			Pinky already had his million spent. He’d talked about it before. He said the smartest thing te do was to invest the money, make a good profit, and buy land. It doesn’t sound like much fun, all those serious decisions and all that bookkeeping. Forget it. Decisions like that are for grown-ups, not the likes of us. He said that he’d buy a ‘real state’, but he lost me there. Gold and diamonds and rubies, that was another one. Nobody I knew had any of that, and to be honest, it all sounds a bit far-fetched.

			Mucky wants a sports car and loads a lovely women hanging out a him. All a them models, like in the James Bond movies. Mucky loves the idea of being a secret agent. ‘Bond’s the name. Mucky Bond.’ Sounds great, probably even better in French. I like the idea of being a private detective. Snooping around, solving murders, and taking pictures of men in bed with women they’re not married to. Chasing scumbag blackmailers at high speed, dodging screaming women with prams. I’d have a hip flask as well, filled with whiskey te get me through those long, cold nights when I’m on a stakeout. I’d carry a .38 special in a shoulder holster. The other gun would be hidden away, strapped te me leg. I’d need two guns, maybe even three, te deal with those murdering bastards out there, sliming the streets.

			‘Where’s the match tomorrow?’ I asked Mucky. Not that I cared. I wanted te get at Mucky over the note from his ma. He was sitting down on the edge of the bank with his boots off and squeezing the toes of his red socks. ‘Dublin somewhere in Rathmines.’ ‘Who are ye playing?’ ‘Saint Joseph’s School. We played them before and beat them two-nil. We are red; we are white; we are fuckin’ dynamite, ne, ne ...’ ‘What time is kick off?’ ‘Around two.’ ‘De ye need permission te go?’ ‘The other fellas do but not me. I’m going no matter what anyone says.’ ‘Do ye not need a note from yer ma?’

			‘Look, Finnigan. I just told ye; I don’t need permission. I’ll go if I want te go, right! We’re not all like you, spineless, with a big yellow streak down our back!’ Arsehole! I couldn’t believe he just said that. Friends don’t say things like that. He really pissed me off. I had a sudden urge te kick him in the face, but I didn’t. I stood over him, staring down real hard. ‘You’re a fuckin’ liar. I seen the note from yer ma stickin’ out a yer bag, and don’t fuckin’ call me spineless, right!’ Mucky looked up at me, wondering if I was serious. ‘Fuck off, Finnigan.’ He said it, grittin’ his teeth. ‘Make me.’ I had te push it. ‘I’m tellin’ ye, Finnigan. Fuck off or I’ll burst ye!’

			I’d never stood up te Mucky before, not like this. Even though I was a bit afraid, I was confident. In a fight last week, I’d beaten a fella that had beaten Mucky. I stood him. ‘Get away from me or I’ll do ye!’ ‘Yeah, you’re all mouth,’ I said. He stood up; he had his boots back on. ‘Oh, yeah? So are you. All mouth and spineless just like yer auld man!’ I hit him a ferocious wallop, cracking me knuckles on his ear. He didn’t fall down. But he stumbled. He swung for me. I tried te get out a the way, but he caught me right on the tit. I fell over inte the reeds. Me arse was stickin’ up, me hands were in the water right up te me elbows. I started te cough. I could feel me asthma coming. I could feel the wheezing in me neck and me chest filling with concrete. I could hardly breath. It’s like drowning out a water. I hate asthma. The pollen in the reeds must a triggered it. Me head was filling with blood and the muscles in me neck were starting te stick out, ready te burst for the want of a breath. Mucky came up behind me. Now was his chance.

			‘Leave him alone.’ It was Pinky. ‘Fuck off, Whyte! Mind yer own business!’ ‘Leave him alone. He can hardly breathe.’ Pinky pushed past Mucky and grabbed the bottom of me jumper. I got to me feet. Mucky was standing, waiting te burst me. He thought that I was putting it on, faking it so he wouldn’t hit me. He was wrong. I was fuming. I could a given him a good fight. Me shoulders were up around me ears. I couldn’t get the air down inte me lungs; the asthma was blocking it, choking me, stuck in me neck, strangling me. I thought of the little minnow, gasping but getting nowhere. I started te sweat. The jumper was too tight and getting tighter, hotter, not letting me breathe. Pinky helped te pull me out of it. Mucky just stood and stared, mouth open. He’d never seen me having an asthma attack before. It frightened him. If I died, he knew it was his fault.

			I’d heard of people collapsing from asthma attacks and their friends having te give them the kiss of life. I prayed te God te keep me on me feet, fuck knows what these two would do. Mucky asked if I was okay. Pinky told him te shut up. I knew I’d be fine in about half an hour. But it’s always a long half hour, feeling like you’re going te die, doing yer best te just get enough air in, just enough until the next breath. Trying not te panic is the hardest part. If ye can keep yer head together, you’d be right; you’d survive. But if ye lost it, if ye started te cry ... then you were fucked.

			Slowly, me breathing was coming back. The wheezing was easing off, bit by bit, slowly but surely. I was still sweating. Mucky watched me and was terrified. He didn’t know what te do and kept his distance. I put me jumper back on, even though it was wet up te the elbows. Pinky had surprised me, impressed me. He had stood up for me, even though he didn’t have to. He had more to lose than he had to gain. I began te feel bad about the bulter; maybe I should give it back. Then again, maybe not. But I couldn’t just thank him, not out in the open. I didn’t look up but kept fiddling with the sleeves a me jumper. There wasn’t a word said for a while. I looked up at Pinky. He was miles away, thinking about something and looking deadly serious. Mucky was watching him, too, no doubt thinking he was te blame for that as well.

			‘What’s wrong with you?’ asked Mucky in a narky sort of way. Pinky began counting on his fingers. ‘Our maths teacher gave us a problem te work out today. I thought it was easy, but it’s a trick question. I got it wrong. The whole class got it wrong.’ ‘What was it?’ I love trick questions. I’m good at them. I was all ears and forgetting about me asthma. ‘What is half of two plus two?’ We didn’t answer. It was a trap. Not even Mucky fell inte saying the obvious. He looked through the grass for a skimmer. He couldn’t be bothered with halves or twos. He found a nice-looking stone and, without much effort, he flicked it out across the river. One ... two ... three ... four ... five ... plop. He got five skims.

			‘Centimetre. I though that was a trick question, too,’ says Mucky. ‘What was the trick question?’ I had te ask. ‘Centimetre,’ he says again, as if it was supposed te make complete sense. ‘Our English teacher told us te make up a sentence using “centimetre”. She said there was a prize for the most original. I thought there was a trick in it.’ ‘Did ye make a sentence?’ I asked. ‘Yeah.’ ‘What happened? asked Pinky. ‘I got six of the best for being smart,’ said Mucky, shaking his head. I laughed. I couldn’t wait te hear the sentence.

			Mucky rattled it off, not a bit embarrassed. ‘Every summer, my auntie comes to our house for a visit. She gets the train from Dublin, and I’m always centimetre.’ We laughed. It was funny but tick. Sometimes, I wonder why the three of us hang out together, why we’re friends. What’s the connection? Maybe we keep a kind of balance. Maybe the three of us together is the way it’s supposed te be. With one or the other of us gone, it would be like going from colour to black and white. That’s what I think.

			‘People leaving is a fact of life.’ That’s what me ma said. ‘People come and go.’ I didn’t like hearing that. A lot of the time, I feel sorry for me ma. She’s always cooking and frying, washing and cleaning. She never seems te stop. Even after we’re all gone te bed, ye can hear her downstairs, washing the kitchen floor. Then when we get up for school, she’s already there, boiling eggs or milk and doing the toast, always on the go. And us, driving her mad, fighting like cats and dogs, shouting and screaming like spoilt fuckers. But our ma is always there. Last summer, a fella in my class, his ma died. They took him out a school. He didn’t come back for weeks and, when he did, he wouldn’t talk to anyone. I never really thought about mas dying until then. I always thought that mas are there forever, no matter what.

			I skimmed a stone up along the river against the current. I got three. Mucky laughed at me. It’s the first time he’s ever skimmed more than me. I skimmed another stone. It was nice and flat and hopped away across te the other bank. I got seven. I knew Mucky wouldn’t beat that. I sneered at him. He still kept away from me because a me asthma.

			A large mineral bottle came floating down out in the middle a the river. Pinky was the first te see it and said nothing. Stone by stone he took aim and then shot. Mucky grabbed a handful of pebbles and sand and threw the lot. I let rip with the first decent-sized stone I could find. It was good target practice. We followed the bottle down along the bank, walking and grabbing and throwing. Pinky nicked the head off it. The bottle didn’t sink. It had te sink or ye didn’t win. We ran out a stones. We’d come too far up from the bridge, right upte the big sewage pipe by the river bend. The bank was thick with bushes, reeds, and bulrushes with their black heads only starting te grow. They’d be great come Halloween. Pick them, dry them out, soak them in petrol, and have a great time.

			The bottle bobbed around the bend in the fast flow and began te sink. Mucky jumped down inte the mouth of the sewage pipe. It was taller than he was and as wide as a sitting room window. The rim was chipped and broken, the stink was terrible. Mucky roared inte the mouth of the pipe. It swallowed up the shout just like the ground swallows up the rain. It was always a great dare te see who would walk in the farthest, past the light and inte the smelly dark. We never went far for fear of the water rats scurrying around. If they bit ye, you’d get rabies and die. We would just throw stones or branches inte the stink and listen te the rats squealing and running around in the dirty dark. Rabies injections are given te ye in yer stomach, and the needles are half a foot long.

			Mucky stepped in. ‘Jasis! It smells like Big Fish’s arse.’ We laughed. He roared inte the pipe. ‘Hey, Big Fish! Will ye ever stop talkin’ thru yer arse?’ Something big moved farther down the pipe. Mucky hopped out. ‘Did yis hear that? There’s something in there ... and it’s bigger than a rat!’ The hair on the back a me neck stood up. It was going te happen any minute. Two huge filthy hands covered in scabs and shite, reaching out and grabbin’ Mucky by the throat. Dragging him in, Mucky screaming and kicking, roaring for help, being pulled inte the black, never te be seen again.

			‘Maybe it’s the ghost.’ We looked up at Pinky. He was standing on top of the pipe looking down at us. Mucky moved away, backtracking te safety. ‘What fuckin’ ghost?’ There was no way he could be dragged in now. I was glad because there’s no way I’m going in after him. ‘The ghost, ye know,’ says Pinky. ‘Are ye serious?’ I believed him. ‘Don’t be tick, the both a yis. Ghost, Jasis!’ Pinky looked down at Mucky. ‘Well then, in ye go. If there’s no ghost, then you’ve nothing te be scared of, have ye?’ ‘I’m not scared. Are you callin’ me scared? Come down here and say that!’ Pinky kept his cool. ‘I never said you were scared. I think that there’s a ghost in there.’ Pinky paused. ‘But you don’t believe in ghosts, so there’s no reason for you not te go inte the pipe and have a look, is there?’ Mucky was cornered. He tried te twist it around, pick a fight, but Pinky had him. ‘I’ll go in when I’m good and ready. Not when you tell me, right.’

			‘What de ye mean about the ghost?’ I asked. It was news te me and we’d been down here a million times before. ‘Mr Moore told me about it last week in the pub. We were talking and I told him that we’re always down here messin’ about. He looked at me real strange. I thought he was going te hit me or something. Then he told me the story of his friend Topper Duffy.’ Pinky looked at Mucky who pretended not te be listening, pretending that he didn’t really give a shite, but he did. We knew he did.

			‘Topper Duffy was Mr Moore’s best friend. It all happened years ago, before we were born. They used te drink together in our pub and Topper Duffy used te live in a little cottage on his own, on this side a the river, farther down.’ Pinky turned and pointed te further down the river to the trees near by the Moat. The hairs on me neck were well up now. ‘One night, Mr Moore and Topper Duffy had a few drinks after work. When they left at closing time, they were a bit three sheets. There was a thick fog and the heavy rainstorm had only stopped. Everywhere was real quiet ... deadly quiet. Mr Moore headed home on his bicycle. Topper Duffy headed home as well ... but he never got there!’ Pinky stopped and looked inte the sewage pipe. He shouted in. ‘But ye never got there, did ye, Topper?’ Fuck! That frightened me. Pinky looked back at us. I stepped back, moving well away from danger. So did Mucky.

			‘Topper Duffy lost his way in the fog. He ended up around here. These pipes had only been put down. Ye see the manhole cover there?’ Pinky pointed te the manhole cover in the grass close by. We nodded. ‘That night, there was no cover. The manhole was wide open. Topper came staggering along in the fog ... and fell in. He got washed down with all the rainwater. All the way te here, right here. But it wasn’t open like it is now. There used te be a big iron grate, bolted te the mouth a the pipe. It was supposed te catch all the rubbish and stop it flowing inte the river. Topper Duffy was found the next morning, stuck against the grate ... drowned dead!’

			Something moved around inside the pipe. I nearly shit meself. Mucky stood there with his eyes and mouth open. Pinky finished the story. ‘Mr Moore said that some people have seen Topper Duffy ... late at night ... walking across the grass and disappearing down inte the pipe where his ghost now lives. Other people have heard him howling, crying for help, begging anyone te come and get him out. But now he’s stuck here, until God sends his spirit te rest. Kinda like being in purgatory ... but covered in shite as well.’ Pinky stared at Mucky. It didn’t matter that the story was true or not, if there was or wasn’t a ghost. Mucky couldn’t back out now. He doesn’t believe in ghosts, he said so himself, and now he had te prove it.

			‘It’s all shite. Ghosts! What a load a bollix!’ We said nothing. Mucky picked up a large rock and threw it inte the sewer. It bounced and splashed and came to a halt. The only sound was echoes. ‘Fuckin’ gobshites,’ he said and walked in. I watched him until he disappeared inte the darkness. We waited for the horrible scream, like the ones in the horror movies when Frankenstein goes mad and kills half the villagers. Mucky took his time. We could hear his footsteps splashing farther and farther down the sewage pipe. Pinky nudged me and gave me the nod te be quiet. He snuck away across the grass where the pipes were buried. It was revenge time for the Valentine’s card humiliation. I smiled.

			‘Are ye alright, Mucky?’ I roared inte the pipe. ‘A course I’m alright!’ he shouted back. His voice sounded strange, as if he was beside ye but talking through a toilet roll. He’d gone in a good bit. I could see Pinky. He was laying in the grass that covered the manhole cover. He had a long thin stick in his hand. He lay there and waited. I started a fairly loud conversation, using two voices, pretending it was me and Pinky. Me da says that revenge is sweetest when it’s served cold. And though the likelihood of Pinky being murdered was fairly high, he had te get Mucky back.

			‘Hey, Mucky! Are ye okay in there?’ I roared again, just te keep him on his toes. He didn’t answer. Then it hit me. I leapt back. It was a terrible sound, an awful moaning, hollow but loud. Like when Frankenstein wakes up for the first time and finds an eight-inch bolt shoved through his neck and his boots nailed to his feet. I knew it was Pinky. It had te be Pinky. Mucky screamed. I’ve never heard him scream before. He was running, stumbling, and splashing, desperate te get back te the opening, back te the light. I felt excited and terrified all at the same time. I wanted te run, too—just in case. But it had te be Pinky. It wasn’t dark yet and ghosts only come out in the dark. Pinky came galloping across the grass and jumped down beside me. He was ready te burst out laughing, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. We could hear Mucky’s boots flying through the pipe. He came out inte the light like a rocket and the colour of him, as white as a bag of flour. He must a got an awful fright.

			‘Are ye alright?’ We kept it together. ‘What happened? Ye don’t look too good.’ He was trying te catch his breath, thinking of what te say, glad te be out, waiting for one of us te burst out laughing. ‘Something landed on me shoulder, a big rat or something, a super rat. It was fuckin’ huge!’ He looked at us, waiting for a reaction. ‘Are ye serious? Must a been a super rat alright. Did he bite ye?’ I sounded like I believed him. ‘Naw,’ says Mucky. ‘Are ye sure?’ asked Pinky. ‘A course, I’m sure. Don’t ye think I’d know if I was bitten by a super rat?’ Pinky looked at him hard. ‘Are ye sure it was a rat?’ Mucky was stumped. For a second, he went through it all again. Back in the sewer, in the smelly black, miles from the light, and something touched him on the shoulder. A shudder ran straight through him. ‘It was a rat, a big super rat. I seen it right!’ Pinky got him. It was a good one te get away with.

			Mucky wouldn’t look at us. He was cleaning his boots in the grass, trying te get the shite off them. Pinky was laughing behind his back. Pinky roared. ‘Jasis, Mucky! It’s all over ye!’ ‘Aahhh!’ Mucky got a terrible fright. He spun around in circles, looking for whatever it was. ‘Aahhh! Where? What? Aahhh!’ He spun around like a dog chasing his tail. ‘Jasis! It’s all over ye!’ ‘What is?’ shouts Mucky, terrified. ‘Skin!’ roars Pinky. The two of us burst out laughing. Mucky stopped spinning. He was fuming. ‘Think yer fuckin’ funny, Whyte?’ He was ready te murder. ‘No, I know I’m funny.’ ‘Think yer fuckin’ smart as well?’ ‘Only when I’m wearing a suit,’ said Pinky. Mucky walked inte that one.

			Then the sound came. It stopped the three of us dead. It was a painful, long-drawn-out moan, like a vampire with food cramps. It got louder and louder, getting closer and closer. I legged it. No time for asthma now. I was gone out a there like a scalded cat. The two boys were right on me heels. We ran and didn’t look behind us until we got te the bridge with the main road running above our heads. Cars and trucks, buses and vans, all going by in a steady flow. The noise made us feel safe, and if anything happened, we’d be up through the railing and across the bridge in a flash. We were panting and laughing at the same time.

			The two swans on the little island near the other bank came out through the long grass te see what all the noise was about. One a them plopped inte the river, keeping an eye on us, making sure we weren’t planning te rob the nest. For some reason, I remembered a joke I’d heard weeks ago. After running for me life, the only thing I could do was think of a joke. ‘Tell us: How de ye make a cat go woof?’ ‘Is this a joke?’ The running must a taken all the oxygen from Pinky’s massive brain. ‘A course, it’s a joke.’ ‘Is it dirty?’ Mucky, always one-track-minded, or so Lilly Lysaght says. ‘Naw, it’s not dirty. So, how de ye make a cat go woof?’ They hadn’t got a clue. ‘Cover him in petrol and put a match to him.’ They loved it. Pinky couldn’t stop laughing. ‘Woof!’ he said. He likes good jokes. They don’t have te be dirty.

			‘I’ve got one,’ says Mucky. ‘This young fella goes te the zoo with his ma and da. His ma takes him for a walk around all the cages te see all the different animals. After a while, they come te where the elephants are kept. The young fella looks in at them. One a the elephants is standing there with its micky hanging out, nearly touching the ground. The young fella says, “Ma, what’s that hanging out a the elephant?” “Oh, that? That’s the elephant’s trunk, son.” “No, not that. At the other end.” “Oh, that. That’s nothing, son.”’ Mucky was laughing already. ‘So later his da takes him for a walk around the zoo te see some more animals. They come back te the elephants and the young fella sees the elephant still standing there with its micky hanging out. “Da, what’s that hanging out a the elephant?” “That’s the elephant’s trunk, son.” “No, not that. At the other end.” “Did ye ask yer mother?” “Yes, da.” “What did she say?” “She said that it was nothing.” “That’s the trouble with yer mother, son. She’s spoiled!”’ I didn’t get it, but I laughed. Pinky laughed, too. Mucky couldn’t stop.

			‘Me da says that he might be selling the pub.’ Pinky sounded sad. ‘Why would he do that?’ I asked. ‘He says we might be moving te England, te London, back te where me ma is from.’ ‘Why do ye have te go te England? Did something happen?’ Something wasn’t right. I have a nose for these things. Pinky was confused; he couldn’t tell why or when or anything. It wasn’t a nice thought. Having te go to a strange country, having te make new friends, going to a new school, where everyone speaks with a weird accent. Everything around ye different. Not knowing who te trust, no more games a kerbs or messin’ in the fort. No more skimmin’ stones. Fuckin’ terrible.

			‘Where exactly is London?’ Mucky was never too hot on his geography. Pinky had a skimmer in his hand. He lined it up with the swan and gave it a really low snappy flick. The skimmer hit the water once and flew straight over the back a the swan. It landed with a plonk and was gone. The swan turned and went straight for the splash, thinking it was a trout rising, honing in for the kill. ‘It’s a big city in the southeast of England,’ said Pinky, sounding very disinterested, I thought. ‘The River Thames flows through it. It’s where Jack the Ripper came from and where Big Ben is.’ ‘Who’s that?’ Mucky really is the king of all eejits. ‘It’s not a who, it’s a what,’ says Pinky. ‘It’s the big clock on the six o’clock news on BBC1.’ Pinky was wrong. It wasn’t the clock. It was the bell. Maybe I should go te London, get a job on the buildings, but I don’t know how te get there, which road te take. I know how te get te Naas—that’s only seven miles away—but London is farther, much farther, all the way across the Irish Sea. If I got te Dublin, then I could stow away on a ship. But then I could end up anywhere, even in France, and God knows my French is shite. I prefer Irish. The words sound much nicer and are easier te pronounce, and the stories are funnier, more interesting, and with better characters like the giant Finn McCool and the warrior Cú Chulainn, who fought the sea. I mean, who really gives a fuck about Jean Claude and Marie Claire and their trip te the bakers?

			‘What’s yer da going te do in London?’ I asked. ‘I don’t know. Maybe open another pub or something.’ ‘Do ye want te go?’ ‘I don’t know. I’ve never been there. Me ma says that it’s a great place with loads a top colleges and universities. Thousands of places te see and things te do. It sounds good, ye know ... but I don’t know.’

			‘Jasis! I think it would be great! Living in London, getting out a this poxy town ... all the women. Me cousin was there for two years. He loved it, says it was great, but then he got thrown out. I don’t know what yer worried about; I’d love te go. As soon as I have enough money, I’m out a here. Inte the high life, that’ll be me, rollin’ in it.’ The way Mucky put it, ye could be tempted. But it was just an idea. Pinky didn’t have te go. It was just ... speculation. Maybe his parents were just sick and tired a Newbridge; maybe they’d had enough of the arseholes. Maybe Mr Whyte was wanted by the Garda. Maybe he robbed a bank and some big shot PI from Dublin was on his case, closing in, and now he had te get out before he got arrested and sent down. Maybe can always amount te nothing. I didn’t want Pinky te go. I don’t think I could take hanging around with Mucky on me own.

			I looked down the length a the river. There was no sign a the ghost. I felt better. I was getting a bit fed up and it was nearly time te head home for the tea. Pinky didn’t have far te go, but me and Mucky had a good half-hour walk ahead of us and I wanted te get home in time te watch Catweazle on telly. Then I’d have te do me homework before I could get out for a run-around, maybe a game a kerbs, and a couple a rounds a marbles.

			Where I live in Pairc Muire is a cul-de-sac. We call it the Ring. There are nine houses in the Ring and four families have children. There are thirty-five kids and eight dogs. It’s funny the way the dogs get called after each family, like Rex Clifford, Spot Fogarty, and Bob Barry. Most a the time there is mayhem in the Ring: the lads playing football or kerbs, frisbee or marbles; the girls playing hopscotch or skipping, wheeling prams or having bike races with the lads. There are always fights breaking out and footballs going through windows. The fights never lasted long; a quick punch or a boot and then the mas would be out roaring at us, and nobody ever argued with the mas.

			I preferred te be out in the fort in Ryan’s field at the back of the houses. The fort is hidden away in the bushes. It has a secret entrance and that’s where we have the craic. That’s where we smoke and drink and play spin the bottle with the girls. The last time we played, Lilly Lysaght was there. She’s lovely and I was dying te kiss her and impressing her to no end with the amount of cider I could drink in one go. The bottle was spun and stopped at her. It was spun again and stopped at me. I was elected, couldn’t believe it. She was delighted, too; I knew she was. We went inte the corner a the fort where the rest couldn’t see us. I wasn’t feeling too good. Me stomach was all over the place, me head started te spin. She closed her eyes and stood there. I stared at her. She’s real pretty and she wears a bra. I leaned forward te kiss her. I puked me ring up. She screamed and kicked me and ran out a the fort, taking her friends with her. They called me a pig and said the only reason that Lilly was going te kiss me was because she felt sorry for me. The lads were really pissed off at me. They were in with a chance of getting a feel, maybe even a look, and I ruined it for them.

			‘Did ye hear the joke about this fella who goes te the barber?’ Mucky was off again. ‘This fella goes inte the barber one day. He sits down and says te the barber: “I want ye te cut me hair. I’d like it really short across the top and long across the front. Cut it really jaggedy around me ears and put two bald patches here and here.” The barber looks at the fella and he says, “I can’t do that.” The fella looks at the barber and he says, “Ye fuckin’ did it the last time I was here.”’

			‘It’s gonna rain soon.’ Pinky was looking up, examining the sky, searching for the evidence. The clouds were piled high, stacked one on top a the other. Cumulus clouds, thunderclouds, real tall, cottony, and dark at the bottom. They were getting taller and darker as the minutes ticked by, changing shape with the wind blowing up around them. I like thunder and lightning; it’s great te watch. When there’s a storm, me ma always tells us te stay away from tall trees, and when we’re in the house, for God’s sake, to get away from the windows. We have te take off our shoes as well because of the silver buckles. In 1697, the whole town of Athlone was destroyed in a thunderstorm. A bolt of lightning hit the gunpowder store and blew the town te bits. Some streaks of lightning are thirty thousand degrees centigrade. That’s five times hotter than the surface a the sun.

			I’d have te go soon or I’d be caught in the downpour. Mucky started on about the match tomorrow, telling us how good a player Bagga is. I know him te see. His real name is Anthony Chips, but everyone calls him Bagga. ‘Jasis! I hope it doesn’t rain tonight. The match will be cancelled; the pitch will be waterlogged; and I’ll have te stay in school all fuckin’ day.’ Mucky flicked another stone across the river. Five.

			‘James!’ Pinky nearly collapsed. We all turned around, and there she was. She looked even prettier today, the way she had her hair tied up. Usually, it just kind a hung there—big, mad, long, fiery-red curls all the way down to her arse. An cailín deas rua. Lilly was leaning over the bridge, waving at Pinky. She was waving at me, too; I know she was. She’s not really interested in Pinky at all. She’s just using him te make me jealous. Lilly carried on across the bridge; we all watched her. All we could see was the top of her head and the big bundle a red hair bobbin’ up and down.

			‘Shite! She’s coming down!’ Pinky was a nervous wreck. I wanted te see her up close. Mucky started te take the piss. ‘James, did ye drop te hand on her yet?’ ‘Fuck off, Mucky. She’ll hear ye.’ Lilly walked all the way down along the bridge wall and through the gates. She walked across the grass, still wearing her purple skirt, her school uniform. Pinky didn’t know what te do with himself. She should a had more sense anyway, making a show a him like that, making him look like an eejit in front of us. If she did that te me, I’d give her the boot straight away.

			‘What are you doing down here?’ Her voice was real soft. Pinky didn’t know what te say. He had te be careful, nothing lovey-dovey, couldn’t hold her hand or anything like that or we’d be on him like a light. We’d fleece him. She kept talking. ‘I’m on my way to the church to collect a leaflet from last Sunday’s Mass. I have to write an essay on the Stations of the Cross and read it out tomorrow in front of the whole class.’ Sometimes she sounds real prim and proper. Me ma calls her Pippi Longstocking. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad. I was looking at her bra. ‘So what are you doing down here?’ ‘Just messin’ around, ye know,’ said Pinky.

			‘We’re drowning cats,’ says Mucky, real serious. ‘Big plastic bags full a them. Kittens, too. Pinky throws them in.’ We all knew that Lilly loves cats. She cut him in two with a look. ‘You’re sick. Sick in the head, Diarmuid Morning. Why don’t ye throw yerself in as well? Do us all a favour.’ ‘But shur if I did that, you’d miss me terrible. You’d have no one te dream about then.’ ‘Dream about you! Don’t flatter yerself. The only time I think about you is when I’m getting sick!’ ‘Yeah,’ says Mucky, ‘lovesick.’ I laughed. Then she turned on me. ‘I don’t see why you’re laughing, D’arcy Finnigan. You’d know all about being sick, wouldn’t ye?’ She got me. A dagger rammed inte me back, one in me guts as well. She cut me down in one go. Me da is right. Women are ruthless. There’s only one way te beat them, and that’s te let them win. Me da is great with one-liners. ‘He who lives by the sword, will die by the sword, if he still lives there.’ That’s my favourite. Me ma has a few as well. ‘What would ye do if a dog chased ye on a bike? Take the bike off him.’ It always makes me laugh.

			I stopped laughing. Lilly turned her back te me. I know she fancies me. I know she does. Pinky flicked a stone. It skimmed four times. That’s the worst I’ve ever seen him do. He was falling apart. This was my chance. I found a real good skimmer and skipped it out across the water. One ... two ... three ... four, five, six. Deadly. I knew she was impressed. I was real cool about it, no big deal. Lilly picked up a stone. I was going te show her how te skim it, just a few pointers. She didn’t wait, she just threw it out. One ... two ... three ... four ... five ... six, seven, eight. What kind of a woman was this at all? Pinky was grinning from ear to ear. I was sickened. She didn’t even look at me. I wasn’t even worth a glance, a second thought.

			Mucky crept up behind her. She was gabbing on te Pinky about the play on Friday, Romeo and Juliet. All the schools had te go te watch it, part of our Shakespearean education. It was going te be a load a shite, but we all had te go, probably have te write an essay about it afterwards. Mucky got down on his knees and dipped low enough te be able te look up her skirt. Pinky didn’t say a word. He couldn’t. Lilly hadn’t got a clue; she just kept talking, talking, and talking. Pinky couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Mucky lay on his back just behind her. He had a long stem of grass in his hand and very slowly he pushed it up her skirt. I couldn’t believe it. Lilly must a thought that there was an ant or something on her leg. Without looking down she just slapped her skirt. Mucky froze. She kept talking. Mucky pushed the stem further, most of his arm was up her skirt. I moved around te stand nearer te Pinky. She stopped talking mid-sentence. Her face went bright red; her eyes opened wide; her mouth opened wider as if she was singing the scales and got stuck on fa.

			She spun around. She caught Mucky’s head between her knees. She went mad and started kicking him wherever she could get him. Mucky curled up. Her hair fell down. She started crying. Pinky went red. ‘You’re a dirty, sick pervert, Mucky Morning. And you’re a bastard! A dirty fuckin’ bastard!’ She laid boots in from all angles. ‘Dirty bastard! Dirty bastard!’ she screamed at the top of her voice. I didn’t say a word, didn’t budge. Now was a good time te be invisible. Mucky got to his feet and out of harm’s way. He was laughing right at her. She ran across the grass and grabbed his schoolbag by the strap.

			‘If ye throw it in, you’ll go straight in after it!’ Mucky was serious, but it was too late. His green gas-mask bag was in the air. Down it came splashing inte the river. It didn’t sink but got caught in the fast current out near the middle. Mucky had no choice but te go in after it. Lilly stormed off, disgusted with the three of us. Mucky plunged through the water, racing for his bag and all the while calling her a tick bitch. Some people on the other side were looking across, no doubt wondering what this eejit was doing in the middle a the river. He caught the bag and came back. He was soaked te the bollix. One a his school copies had gotten out and floated away, past the sewage pipe and around the bend. Mucky threw the bag up onte the bank. It was still full a water. We lifted Mucky out. He could hardly lift his legs up; they were that heavy with water. Lilly was standing on the bridge looking down at us. ‘Ye could do with a good wash anyway!’ she roared, still fuming, her hair all over the place. Mucky looked up at her. ‘Yeah,’ he shouts. ‘So could yer knickers!’

			The three of us laughed. Her face went red again. She didn’t know what te say and, in the end, she said nothing, just turned her head and walked away, her hair blowing behind her and us laughing our arses off.

			There was a loud bang above our heads. Thunder. I looked up watching for the lightning, but there was none. The storm was miles away yet. If we left now, we might just make it. Not that it was going te make a difference te Mucky; he couldn’t get much wetter, even if he tried. I could see Lilly leggin’ it up the main street. She’s afraid a thunder. All girls are. I suddenly felt miserable; depressed, I think, is the word. Would I ever get my hands on her, ever kiss her ... ever? Never. It was funny what Mucky did, but maybe it just wasn’t right. Girls are funny about things like that.

			Mucky emptied the books from his bag. Romeo and Juliet were soaked te the bollix and water was running blue out of three copies. They could be saved. Dry them in the oven and hope for the best. At worst, he could use them as jotters. ‘I’ll get her for that!’ Knowing Mucky, he would, no matter how long it might take. He’d pay her back. An eye for an eye and all that shite. ‘What colour was it?’ I wanted te know. Mucky looked up at me. ‘If ye want te know, why didn’t you have a look?’ ‘Why?! ’Cause she’d kill me. Come on. What colour are they?’ Mucky grinned. ‘Blue. Bright blue.’ We were thinking about it. Imagining, we were. ‘Does she have any ... ye know ... hair?’ I asked. ‘Why don’t you ask her next time ye see her?’ Pinky said, shoving me. He was pissed off, as if I’d said something bad about his ma or da. ‘Yeah,’ says Mucky, sneering at Pinky. ‘But not much, not like Sally O’Sullivan. She’s got loads.’

			‘Yeah,’ says I, sounding cool, as if I knew her. As if I’d kissed her and stuff. As if I knew all about pubic hair, but I don’t. Maybe I should say a few prayers te Padre Pio. Then I’d have some and start shaving as well. Then I’d be a man, a real man just like my da. There was another clap of thunder, much louder than the first one. Ye could feel the heaviness in the air. I counted te seven before we seen the lightning.

			‘Aw, bollix!’ says Mucky. He was searching through his schoolbag. ‘What’s wrong?’ asks Pinky. ‘Fuck it!’ says Mucky. He wouldn’t say, but I knew what was wrong. The note from his ma for the match tomorrow was washed away down the river. Now he’d have te get another one with a clip around the ear for losing the first one. The wind began te blow down along the river, bringing up little waves and sloshing the water against the bank. The trees started te sway and creak, and loose leaves got pulled away and tumbled off across the bridge. The storm was moving in on us. Rain is great fun. Ye can have great craic, ye play great games in the rain. There’s dodging and splashing and jumping inte puddles te jump out as fast as ye can, trying not te get wet.

			The rain came down in buckets. There was no way Lilly could a made it home in time. No doubt she’ll tell the other girls, Maria and Kathleen, her best friends. They play spin the bottle, too, probably never look at us again. No matter. Plenty more fish in the sea. The thunder boomed right above our heads. We leapt straight under the chestnut tree. The lightning was still miles away. The rain made an awful racket, lashing against all the cars that were parked on the other side. Slapping against the leaves and trees and turning the river white with spray. We decided te have a game te see who could stand out in the rain the longest. A course Mucky was going te win, but it was good craic anyway. The water was gushing out a the sewer. The rain was torrential. God was after having a bath; He pulled the stopper and it all came down on us. I love the smell of the rain down by the river. It’s fresh and makes everything smell strong.

			‘Is there anything good on the box tonight?’ Mucky was fed up. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Catweazle is on soon and later, at half-nine, Joe Mannix is on.’ I love Joe Mannix. He’s a bit like Jim Rockford but better. ‘Is Starsky and Hutch on tonight?’ He was getting his days mixed up. ‘Naw, they’re on Friday night, after The Incredible Hulk.’ ‘Are ye sure that’s not on Saturday?’ Pinky joined in. ‘Naw, Nancy Drew Mysteries is on Saturday night, after The Man from Atlantis.’

			‘Will we make a run for it?’ Mucky was keen te get home. ‘Are ye mad? I get drowned?!’ There was no way I was going out in that. ‘So what? I’m already soaked,’ said Mucky. ‘I don’t want te risk another asthma attack.’ That made him think. If I got another attack and died, it would be his fault. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, it hit me. Half of two plus two ... is three. It works if ye break the question down inte separate parts. It was obvious all along. I’ll tell Pinky later, just hit him with it, no big deal. ‘What time is Catweazle on?’ Mucky liked it, too. Ye had te be mad not to. ‘It’s on after the six o’clock news. Are ye going home te watch it?’ I asked. ‘Naw, me da’ll be watching something else. He hates Catweazle.’ That’s terrible. ‘Come around te my house; me ma won’t mind.’ ‘We’ll see,’ says Mucky. Something else was on his mind; he was searching through his pockets, looking worried. ‘Ah for fuck sake!’ he said and knelt down on the edge a the riverbank, searching through the grass. The rain had stopped. ‘I don’t believe it. That’s all I fuckin’ need!’ ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Pinky. We were both already searching as well, even though we’d no idea what we were looking for.

			‘Me cards! Me World Cup football cards! I’m after losing them, me four best ones.’ He always kept them in the back pocket of his Wrangler. There was only one back pocket. The other back pocket had been burnt off. He’d burnt it playing soccer in the indoor gym. He’d swung for the ball and missed. He landed on his arse, on the box a matches in his pocket. They went up in a great flash, smoke all over the place, burnt the arse off him. He was in agony for weeks. It was a great laugh.

			Me and Pinky know the cards well. Mucky was always talking about them. I even knew the players’ names and the teams they played for. I just hope that they can swim. ‘Got one!’ roars Mucky, delighted with himself. It was the German one; Dorsch was the footballer. I don’t understand why anyone would collect football cards. People like te collect. Some of the grown-ups that I know like te collect things: ships in bottles, coins, butterflies, foxes’ heads, and rabbits’ feet, which are supposed te be lucky. I don’t see how; I mean, the rabbit had four a them and it didn’t do him much good. I don’t collect anything.

			‘Here’s one ... no, two!’ Pinky had them. It was the Spanish one and the one from Turkey: Clemente and Suker. One more and the panic would be over. It was the most important card of all, Mucky’s favourite. It was Pelé and, according to Mucky, this fella was the greatest footballer who ever lived. I’ve seen him on the telly. He’s a striker. I’ve heard me da talk about strikers before but a different kind. He was talking about Big Jim Larkin and the great lockout.

			Pinky didn’t hand over the cards. ‘We’re quits on the lemonade or I’ll drop them in the river.’ He wasn’t messing either. Mucky was livid. He wanted the cards more than anything. Pinky held them out over the water. ‘If ye do, Whyte, I’ll fuckin’ murder ye!’ Mucky was serious. Sometimes I think he should be locked up, just for his own good. ‘You and whose army?’ says Pinky, real confident-like. He looked at me. It was only fair. I owed him one. Now it was my turn te stand up for him. Mucky sussed it and had te think again. If he went for it, I was ready. If he had a go, I’d be in with the boot, straight for the ribs. ‘Alright,’ says Mucky. ‘Now gimme the fuckin’ cards!’ Pinky handed them over slowly, one at a time. No more lemonade.

			I seen the other card. There he was, Pelé, smiling up at me. I said nothing. Then Mucky spotted it. It was the big white smile that caught his eye. It was a pity Pelé couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Mucky leapt on it as if his life—no, his whole existence—depended on it. He shook with relief, as if he was after losing his bollix and then found them again. Ye see them on the telly: the soccer fans going mad, singing, screaming, crying, hugging each other, and why? I don’t get it. Thousands of them grown men, crying over a football. Mother a God! Have they nothing better te do, really? Me ma says, ‘Don’t cry over anything that won’t cry over you.’ Me da loves football—not soccer but Gaelic football, real football. None of yer sissy stuff there. Me da says, ‘Soccer is a gentleman’s game played by thugs; rugby is a thug’s game played by gentlemen; and Gaelic football is a thug’s game played by thugs.’

			‘Jasis! That was lucky,’ says Mucky. ‘Shite!’ says Pinky. ‘Here she comes again.’ It was Mrs Farrell on her way back from the shops, heading up to the priest’s house te cook their tea. She was soaked through. Ye would think that given the amount of cars that the priests have, one a them would have given her a lift. Priests confuse me. Asking us for money for the church. Saying that we should give more to the poor and less fortunate and, all the while, they’re whizzing around the town in brand-new cars. Living in a big house all painted and decorated, having a maid te do all their shopping, cooking, and cleaning. I don’t think that’s right. I asked me ma why they don’t sell one a their cars, move into a smaller house, and use the money te feed the poor and less fortunate. She said that I should never say such things. They are men of God and entitled to a car each for all the good work that they do. I think that religion is strange, full a contradictions. Maybe when ye get to a certain age, ye get told that there’s really no such thing as God. Just like with Santa Claus, and I really believed in him.

			Pinky panicked and legged it under the bridge. I wasn’t far behind him. Mucky wasn’t bothered. We listened to her high heels click-clacking across the bridge. Mucky started te sing, as loud as he could. ‘Twas on the good ship Venus—by Christ!—ye should have seen us. Laying on the deck, a physical wreck, and holding a dead man’s ...’ He paused and took a deep breath. He’s mad. I knew what was coming. I could never, ever say it. I’d be skinned alive. He’s utterly mad. ‘Penis!’ he roared at the top of his lungs. It echoed all over the place. The high heels stopped. She leaned over the bridge right above us. ‘How ya, missus?’ he asks, braising as as ye like.

			‘Don’t you “how ya” me, ye whelp. Is there no rearing on ye at all? What are ye doing down here anyway?’ Mucky smiled up at her. ‘Minding me own business, missus.’ We gave him ten out a ten for that one. ‘Smart fella,’ she says. Mucky smiled even wider. ‘Only when I’m wearing a suit ... missus.’ Jasis! I thought. She was going to explode. ‘Don’t you give me any a your cheek, ye young blaggard!’ She was fuming. We could hear the bus approaching—the express—on its way up te Dublin. ‘I’ve no intentions a givin’ ye anything ... missus.’ Mucky was on a roll. The bus came up onte the bridge. She was a goner. She was standing right beside the dip in the road where the rain water always gathered. The drivers never see it until it’s too late. The bus flew by. Mrs Farrell roared. She was soaked again. ‘Ye want te be careful ye don’t catch cold there ... missus.’ She didn’t even answer him. Off she went, trotting up the road, muttering te herself. Me and Pinky hopped back out from under the bridge. We were crying with laughter.

			The river started te rise. The flood was coming. It comes once a day and is a great time for fishing, right in along the bank. That’s where the minnows go to escape the fast current and the trout come in after them. In the summer, the floods are great. We get the tractor tubes out and fly down the river in them, but ye could easily get washed away and end up in Dublin. Me ma tells us that it’s dangerous, but sometimes, when we tell her the stories of us getting lost in the current, she can’t stop laughing. After the flood is a great time for searching the riverbank. Ye never know what gets washed up: footballs, bottles, or dead bodies. Some people kill themselves in the river—they drown themselves on purpose. I don’t understand why people kill themselves. What are the priests doing anyway? Where are they when people need them? Aren’t they supposed te be helping people in need? Sometimes, old shoes get washed up, but there’s never anyone in them. I’ve heard a lot of stories—bad stories, sad stories—about people in Newbridge. Stories about people who’ve committed murder and then killed themselves. I think the place is possessed. It needs to be exorcised. Sometimes, it’s like living in Salem’s Lot.

			‘I mightn’t be here next week,’ says Mucky. He sounded dead pleased about it. ‘Where are you off te?’ asked Pinky. ‘Dublin,’ he says, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Why Dublin? Will ye get off school?’ I was jealous; I wanted te go te Dublin. ‘Me ma’s gonna have the baby soon, so we’re being sent of te different relatives. I’m being sent off te Dublin te stay with me Auntie Peg. She’s great craic. She lets ye do anything. I’ll be staying in the same room as me cousins: Geraldine and Assumpta. They’re lovely. No school for a week, loads a women and discos. Everyone up there smokes. It’s great! Me da says not te worry; Geraldine will fix me up with one a her friends.’ He laughed and slapped his hands together. I wished I could go te Dublin. Off school for a week, no homework, no poxy teachers tellin’ ye what te do, nothing te memorise like hydrogen, helium, lithium ... it’s all bollix. ‘Is yer ma going inte hospital?’ I asked. Not all the mas go inte hospital. ‘Naw,’ says Mucky, ‘Mrs Murphy, the nurse across the road, is doing it. She’s a middle-wife. She knows the lot. She came over te the house on Sunday, tellin’ us te be quiet and not te be botherin’ our ma. Orderin’ us around as if she owned the place. Me da was makin’ faces behind her back, imitatin’ her. Me ma was in stitches. She said that if he didn’t stop, she’d have the baby there and then.’ 

			‘Will ye have any studying te do up there?’ asked Pinky. ‘Naw,’ says Mucky delighted with himself. ‘None at all?’ asks Pinky. He couldn’t believe it. If he missed school for a week, he’d have te study, no matter what, even if he was dying. Studying is bollix. Grown-ups tell us that yer school days are the best days of yer life. I don’t ... concur. That’s a great word. It’s no fun going te school day after day, week after week, year in year out, getting picked on by teachers, getting yer head slapped. Then there’s the tests, exams, and mountains a homework, and we don’t even get paid for it. If we got a wage, if we got a raise every time we passed our exams, we’d be rich and brainy te boot.

			Teachers have it all wrong, all arse about face. They could make it a lot easier on themselves. Some teachers just don’t know how te handle the pressure. They take their job far too seriously. We do everything we can te drive them mad. We have to; that’s our job. They are there te beat as much sense into us as possible, and we are there te beat as much sense out a them as possible. That’s just the way it is. As soon as we walk through the school gates in the morning, we know what we have te do; everyone knows. One or two of our teachers lost it big time and had te quit. They couldn’t deal with it anymore. They were the casualties, mortally wounded in the battle of the War of Education. Women teachers never lasted long. It never took long for us te find their weak spots. New teachers were the easiest. On their first day, they’d come inte the class all smiles, real nice and friendly, but we had them before they even came through the door. The silent treatment was the best, not a word or a sound from any of us. After twenty minutes, they were finished. We didn’t hate them or anything. It was our job. They gave us tests that we had te pass. We gave them tests that they had te pass. We had our casualties, too. Lads who were dragged out from their desks by the ears and beaten alive in front of the whole class. They were never the same after that and ended up studying, even at home.

			Rooster was back up on his roof, slipping and sliding all over the place, trying te empty the puddles out of the black plastic he’d spread out, just as it started te rain. Smart enough for a madman.

			‘Me brother’s getting married in a few weeks,’ I said. ‘Is his girlfriend up the pole?’ asked Mucky. He can be such an arsehole sometimes. ‘No! They’re getting married because they want to. That’s what people do,’ I said. It was going te be a great wedding. I wanted a suit, but me ma can’t afford it. I got a nice shirt and tie, and that’s great. ‘What age is he?’ asked Pinky. ‘Does it matter?’ I asked. ‘Yeah,’ says Pinky. ‘People who get married real young usually end up getting divorced. It’s a fact.’ ‘How young?’ Now Mucky was in. ‘Around twenty,’ says Pinky. ‘Not in Ireland, they don’t.’ I had him there. Once ye got married in Ireland, that was it; there was no going back.

			I think that some married grown-ups should be allowed te get divorced. In Newbridge, there are men who beat their wives and women who beat their husbands. I have te listen to it all the time from next door. Screaming and shouting coming through the walls at all hours, saucepans flying and windows getting smashed, and them drunk as farts. Effing and blinding, waking everyone up, dogs howling. Making us tired for school, giving us bags under our eyes, and us half asleep during class. Shur how are ye supposed te learn anything? If divorce were allowed in Ireland, I’d get a much better education. Marriage and education, the government have it all wrong, all arse about face.

			In England, grown-ups can live together and have children if they want to, without getting married. It’s not against the law, but it’s still a sin. Not a little grey one that ye get for telling a lie but a big black one that covers yer soul and sends you te hell when ye die. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘my brother is twenty-one and so is she.’ ‘Still a bit young,’ says Pinky. I was a bigger eejit for listening to him. ‘How come you know so much about marriage all of a sudden?’ I’d had enough of him. ‘Me uncle in Carlow got married too young.’ ‘So?’ ‘Well, if he’d a waited a few more years, things might a been different. He might still be alive, and so might me cousin.’

			I kept me mouth shut. Mucky was in like a light. ‘What happened?’ ‘That’s what me da reckons. He married too young and couldn’t take the pressure. It happened years ago, when I was still real young. I don’t remember him. He was me da’s oldest brother. He got married when he was twenty. It was all rosy for a while, but then things started te go wrong. He was always coming home late, shouting and arguing and waking the kids. This went on for years. One night, me cousin Peter came home, he was grown-up by then. He caught his da beating his ma. There was a big fight. Peter stabbed him. He stabbed his da stone dead!’ ‘What happened to him?’ asked Mucky. ‘They buried him, of course!’ ‘Naw ... not the da. What happened te Peter? Did they lock him up for life? Did he get the electric chair?’ ‘No,’ says Pinky quietly. ‘Ye mean he got away with it?’ Mucky couldn’t believe it. ‘No,’ says Pinky. ‘They never got him because he killed himself on the very next night. He poisoned himself with the exhaust fumes from his car.’ ‘Jasis!’ says Mucky. ‘Imagine that. That’s terrible, a da and a son, dead, just like that.’ ‘Awful,’ said Pinky.

			‘What kind of a car was it?’ asked Mucky. ‘What?’ I said, looking at Mucky. ‘Was it a big car or a small car? Would it have taken him long te die?’ ‘I don’t know,’ said Pinky. ‘Probably a big one.’ ‘Good,’ says Mucky, ‘wouldn’t a suffered too much so ... I’ll never get married.’ Mucky was positive, he’d said it before. It’s because his ma and da are always arguing. It really pissed him off. ‘I mean, getting married is stupid. How can ye say that ye want te spend yer whole life with the same person day after day, week after week, listening te them all the time. How can ye say that’s what ye want? Ye can’t. How can ye be sure? Ye can’t.’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ started Pinky, ‘If ye love each other, if ye really care for each other, then ye build yer relationship. A marriage is not something that just happens; ye have te work at it.’ Pinky was listening te grown-ups too much. They were starting te get to him. ‘Whoa!’ said Mucky, ‘Will ye listen te this fella. What would you know about love? How many times have you been married? Love, me arse! Marriage, me bollix! Yer talking shite,’ he said. Pinky was annoyed and came right back at Mucky. ‘Well, if your parents hadn’t a gotten married, you wouldn’t be here then, would ye?’ That was a good one. ‘How do you know? I could a been born somewhere else, like America or Africa ... or Dublin. I could’ve been your brother. Ha! Imagine that!’ Mucky laughed at the idea ... him and Pinky, brothers. ‘God forbid,’ says Pinky. ‘Yeah, God for-bleedin’-bid,’ says Mucky.

			Well, whatever they think, my brother is getting married, and I’m going te the wedding. If I’m lucky, I might be able te rob a few pints, but I’ll have te wait until the grown-ups are all a bit pissed, then they won’t notice. I’ve never been to a wedding before. Me brother is the first one a the family te get married. Me ma and da have been married for over twenty years and they’re fine or, at least, as well as can be expected. Maybe it’s true that opposites attract. Me da drinks; me ma doesn’t. Me da smokes; me ma doesn’t. Me da’s loud and argues. Me ma’s quiet and laughs. Me da expects us all te be geniuses and superstars; me ma let’s us be. Me ma is great, always keeps it together no matter what. Mrs Coffee, who lives next door, says that me ma is a living saint. I believe her.

			‘Hey, Mucky!’ Someone was roaring from across the river. It was Bagga, the footballer. ‘What?’ shouts Mucky. ‘Yer ma’s looking for ye. I met yer brother; he told me te tell ye.’ ‘What does she want?’ ‘I don’t know, but yer brother said te get home quick!’ Bagga was on his Raleigh Chopper. He pulled a wheelie and pedalled off, zigzagging up the backstreet. Mucky dropped the skimmer and picked up his schoolbag. It started te rain again, just spitting. The storm wasn’t finished yet; the tail end of it was still hanging over us. ‘Are ye coming, Finnigan?’ Mucky stood with his schoolbag slung over his shoulder. ‘Naw, it’s gonna pour again. I’ll wait till it passes.’ ‘Right. Suit yerself. I’m off, see what me ma wants. I’ll give ye a shout for a game a kerbs later.’ ‘Right,’ says I. ‘If ye see me ma, tell her I’m on me way.’ ‘Right,’ says Mucky, ‘See ye, Pinky.’ ‘See ye tomorrow,’ says Pinky. Off he went, soaking wet, across the grass and up through the railings. He ran across the bridge, skipping and dodging puddles, kicking a can along. ‘It’s Mucky Morning for Ireland. He gets past one defender. He gets past two. He shoots! Yeah! He scores. Ireland, one; Brazil, nil!’ Mad alright.

			‘What’s it like being a lonely child?’ I’d wanted te ask Pinky that for a while but not with Mucky around. ‘I’m not a lonely child; I’m an only child!’ Pinky gave me one a his pissed-off looks. A lonely child makes more sense te me. ‘It’s alright, I suppose.’ ‘Do ye ever wish that ye had brothers and sisters?’ Pinky thought about it. ‘Sometimes,’ he said. ‘Sometimes, it would be good te have a brother. Someone te mess around the house with, play games with, and te put the blame on when something gets broken. A younger brother, someone te talk to at night, yeah, but not a sister. Dolls and prams all over the place. There’d be no room for me action men anywhere. I’d have te play house or doctors and nurses, collect her from school. But it’s alright being on me own. The pub is good craic most a the time.’

			I wouldn’t mind being a lonely child. All the stuff ye’d get for yer birthday, Christmas, and Easter. Stacks a new clothes, new schoolbooks and schoolbags, no hand-me-downs. As many sweets and minerals as you wanted. That’d be great. Swap places for a week, give him a taste of what it’s like te have five sisters. Five a them, driving ye mad as soon as ye put yer foot in the door. Down came the rain, a great burst of it splashing down inte the river, rising the flood and drowning everyone who was still out shopping. It only lasted ten minutes, then the sun came out, shining down and rising the steam off the roads. Me and Pinky stood under the chestnut tree, dodging the big raindrops that came tumbling down from the leaves. The two swans were off the nest and paddling against the current on the other side. They were catching loads a minnows and were delighted with themselves. Ye could tell by the way they wiggled their tails and kept flapping their wings.

			Pinky stepped up te the edge a the riverbank. The water was foamy and was rushing by. It was useless for skimmin’. He picked up the skimmer that Mucky had dropped and he flicked it out across the little waves. He got eight. Even in the flood, he had the knack.

			‘Are ye going up the road?’ ‘Yeah,’ says I. There was little chance a getting caught in the shower now. I was hungry for a nice tea, and I wanted te watch some telly. ‘Race ye te the top a the bridge,’ says Pinky as he took off. ‘Yer on,’ says I. There was no way he’d beat me. No way, not with all those books in the bag on his back. No way. I pretended te be my favourite horse Sandhaven and took off after him.
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