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   1
 
   AND THEN my father said.
 
   “I don’t give a shit what you say boy, this is a different banjo!”
 
   I was maybe three years old at the time which would have made it 1979.  I stood next to my old man holding his hand in that pawn shop while he argued with the Indian owner that the banjo he had pawned earlier that week, the same one which he was buying back now was a different banjo.  He’d have this argument with him every time and every time the Indian guy (who my dad called Gandhi) would offer him his sincerest apologies and an extra few quid for his trouble.  I stood with my right hand in the air as my dad’s tough-palmed bear claw of a hand held on to stop me from wandering.  I was small then so I spent a lot of time in the pawn shop on my tip-toes trying to get some circulation back in my arm.
 
   “You listen here Gandhi, this is not my banjo and I don’t know what you think you’re playing at but in Ireland we don’t try to rob people blind.”
 
   “Mr. Morgan we have gone about this merry dance a thousand times, I beseech you this is the instrument you brought in on the fifth of this month and it is the same instrument you have in your hands now.”
 
                 “This will cost you Sonny-Jim, make no mistake about that.” he bellowed, finger wagging all the while.
 
                 And it did.  It always did.
 
                 It was Christmas at the end of that month.  My parents would buy me a Spiderman bicycle which I couldn’t ride on account of the Bing Crosby Christmas the streets of Belfast were blessed with.  It would turn to ice and see us through to New Years Eve.  Jack Morgan would pawn my bike that month instead of his banjo which he had restrung and taken back out to make some extra whiskey money.  We wouldn’t see Gandhi that month to buy it back and even if we did I wouldn’t imagine the old man would have protested about it not being the same bike.
 
    
 
   Our house on Rosapenna was small.  It was small even for two people, thus my sister and I had to share a room.  Mum decorated it as schizophrenically multi-sexual as she could to keep the fights between us to a minimum.  Every once and a while she’d leave a doll on my side of the room, I’d remind her of the territory’s hostile division by scalping the Barbie and giving it a toilet bath, although all too often that resulted in one of my Action Men having Barbie’s clothing glued to him.  The house was an end terrace that sat on the corner of the Oldpark Road surrounded by an overgrown green. Beside the house lurked an electricity generator which hummed all day and night, as a child I stressed it would overheat, catch fire and crisp us all where we lay, but it never did.  We took the bus on Saturdays, all four short stops into town.  You could still smoke on the bus back then and all public transportation was stopped at barricaded checkpoints before it reached the city centre.  Passengers were paraded past soldiers and large snarling dogs; they’d walk the rest of the way to their final destination.
 
                 My mum would send dad out with his kids every Saturday.  At the time there was just the two of us; Mum had spent a lot of money having the kitchen in the small terrace refurbished so it doubled as a sweet shop.  It was great as a kid but milk teeth didn’t last a shit.  I was a sucker for the sherbet; even back then I had my vices.  Saturdays were her busiest days; she’d work every hour that was sent her way without a break.  She’d stop every now and then to chew on a toffee and chat to the neighbourhood parents while their kids greedily scrambled into the queue to surrender their pocket money.  Dad was usually hung-over and in piss-poor form from it, he didn’t take kindly to people telling him what to do. He put up with it when it came to the shop because it meant we had a few more quid coming into the house, consequently he could afford to drain down a little more of what he brought in.
 
                 Every weekend started the same way.  It was a god-damn ritual in the Morgan house.  Ruth would rise at seven, make herself breakfast and set up the shop.  The display cabinets and shelves were all collapsible and she kept them in the locked cupboard under the stairs.  It meant that the yellow and green striped kitchen could at least resemble a home when the youth weren’t pounding on the door demanding strawberry shoelaces.  Tara would wake before me and make enough noise getting dressed that I’d eventually wake grumpy and ready for the micro Israel/Palestine bedroom war of the working class domicile to begin all over again.  Our screaming would eventually wake the old man.  He’d storm through the door in his white vest, the top of his black and grey mixed head pointing in whatever direction he’d collapsed the night before.  He’d clip us both once around the back of the legs for getting him out of bed, the sting would become enough that the slightest sight of his glassy hound-dog peepers in the morning would stop us still as broken clocks.  He’d go back to bed and we’d resist the urge to kill one another but within the hour Mum would be up the stairs dragging her beer soaked brute of a man out of his sack and towards the bathroom.
 
                 “C’mon Jack for Christ’s sake it’s almost ten.” she’d insist even though all the clocks stated nine-twenty.
 
                 “Don’t rush me woman, I’m sick.  I’ve a terrible illness this morning and you’re starting to wind me right the-fuck up!”
 
                 “You want to come lend a hand with the screaming, snotty kids and their sticky money?”
 
                 “You see me moving towards the bathroom?  Let me drop a deuce and shave my face in peace woman if I’m meant to spend all day running around the town with the kids.”
 
                 “Be quick about it.  I’ll get them ready.”
 
                 In our blue and pink bedroom we’d have heard everything and would be in the process of getting ourselves dressed.  I always gravitated towards a Batman tee shirt, which somehow was never clean at the weekend.  I don’t think I ever got to wear that tee into town.  Pulling it up over my head Mum would place a plain one on me; tie my shoes even though I could do it myself and send me downstairs to wait on my father.  Tara would appear a few minutes later and the dirty looks we’d traded in our eight-by-ten would cease and be replaced by the same hope.  I guess we thought if we both hoped it hard enough we’d get our way.
 
    
 
   Queen Street in the centre of town was the home of Leisure World.  It was what Toys R Us is to the kids of today only not as flash.  The building resembled a carpeted car-park as it had a ramp through the middle leading to the first floor instead of stairs and it was clearly divided.  Boy’s toys to the left, girl stuff to the right – just like our room.  We’d take the bus into town, it’d look like a Rastafarian road trip with the amount of smoke wafting out of it as the driver cracked open the door to let us on.  We weren’t ignorant about cigarette smoke then, we knew all about the health issues but we didn’t give a fuck.  We were a country of people killing each other over how the other side pronounced ‘H’, like it would matter a fuck when we all had throat cancer and spoke with robotic voices.
 
                 During the short journey to the edge of Royal Avenue and the military checkpoint I’d wind Dad up by asking him inane questions, I never meant to do it – it was just the developing mind of a child looking up to the only male influence he had around him.  What chance did I stand?
 
                 “Daddy, did you know dogs can only see in black and white?”
 
                 He’d grumble something.  He knew this was the start of it.
 
                 “If they only see in black and white how do they watch cartoons?”
 
                 “They probably don’t watch a lot of cartoons Douglas, they’re probably too busy dragging their arses across the carpet or chewing on the arms of furniture or shit like that.” he replied while sparking up a cigarette with the flick of a match.
 
                 “If they don’t see in colour do you think maybe they don’t hear the same as us too?”
 
                 Grumble, grumble.
 
                 “Dad, did you hear me?  Do you think maybe dogs don’t…”
 
                 “Do me a favour son, fuck up a little about dogs ok?!”
 
                 And that would be our interaction.  At the checkpoint Jack would be brought forward and passed through first on account of him having two small children with him.  They never worried about men with children.  We didn’t have anything like child soldiers back then; maybe the odd dwarf but nothing militant.
 
                 Once through the checkpoint Tara would squeeze on his hand and ask the question, the only question that ever mattered to a three year old boy on a weekend day.
 
                 “Can we go to Leisure World Daddy?” she had learned to bat her eyes.
 
                 “Maybe in a bit…not right now.” he was immune to eyes.
 
                 He’d have us tell Mum we spent the day in Leisure World but the truth of the matter was we’d end up one street down from the pleasure emporium in my dad’s own special version of Leisure World – Copperfield’s Bar.  Back then our lives revolved around three streets.  Queen Street with the ever elusive toy store, Fountain Street containing Dad’s favourite watering hole and the street running up between both of them, Castle Street.  The street where Dad spent a lot of his time busking.  All too often the money made from plucking on his four string banjo never made it any further than around the corner onto Fountain Street.
 
                 Sitting us in the corner next to the slot machine, the saddest slot machine in the land as the lights had been punched out and never fixed, he set two cokes in front of us and told us to…
 
                 “Be quiet, sit still and don’t disturb anyone.  It’s rude, and you don’t want me to have to tell your mother about you being rude do you?”
 
                 We would both shake our heads furiously and he’d take the five steps over to his stool by the bar where a Guinness and a whiskey were waiting for him.  This was most Saturdays.  In the afternoon he’d switch to vodka because you couldn’t smell it on his breath and he believed he had a higher tolerance for it.  The screaming matches when we got home usually suggested this wasn’t based on any quantifiable evidence.
 
    
 
   It was a Saturday coming up to Easter; I was full up on chocolate.  Jack had woken late again, we’d got dressed in silence and ventured into town on the 93 with its windows two inches thick with nicotine stains.  Dad needed new strings for his banjo so we called to the only store he liked to shop in and stood around not touching anything while he picked through his pockets for some loose change.
 
                 “I think that little fella in that buy-back shop is playing silly buggers with me and fraying my strings each month.” he’d comment while waiting for the cashier to ring up his purchase.  
 
   On Wellington Place we were tantalisingly close to Leisure World, we could almost feel the glow of the store’s display window on our pale little faces.  We were equally as close to Copperfield’s.  Dragging us across at the lights we missed the turn off towards the toys.  It was another afternoon in that light absorbing bar, staring at ourselves in the mirror that stretched the depth from the front door to the stooled counter at the back.
 
                 “Right!” Dad proclaimed clapping his hands together thunderously “Which one of you fine gentlemen want to buy me a drink?!”
 
                 His offer was met with a deafening groan of indifference.  Even then I got the impression that my old man wasn’t much liked.  I’d see it in years to come in a thousand different people; it’s all about the company you keep.  Full pockets and an inclination to share and you had the world beating on your bedroom door to befriend or fuck you silly but with a pocket full of lint and stray copper coins, you’d know for sure you were a friendless, deadbeat asshole.
 
                 “Those your kids, Jackie?” a tall man asked.
 
                 “No Clive I won the little one in a raffle, spot me a drink and I’ll pay you back.”
 
                 “When?”
 
                 “Now.”
 
                 “No, when will you pay me back?”
 
                 “When I have it Clive, or is my word no good here no more?” Dad barked.
 
                 A Guinness and a whiskey appeared before him in a matter of moments and he went about patiently waiting for the dark velvet drink to settle before draining off half of it in one sip leaving him with a funny white moustache and a calmness around him I never saw at home.
 
                 “What’s your name little girl?”
 
                 One of the regular faces stooped over Tara.  His balance unsteady, his face hard and spiky.  He was as unsure on his feet as a newborn.
 
                 “Tara.” answered my sister.
 
                 “Why don’t you come over to my table Tara, you can pull up on my knee and I’ll tell you a wonderful story.”
 
                 “My mummy says I’m not to talk to strangers!” she countered.
 
                 “Well I’m Dennis, and since we’re no longer strangers Tara…”
 
                 “Cut that shit out Dennis!” Clive yelled from behind the hard wood counter “I’ve told you before, sit your hole in that corner and keep your knee to your-fuckin-self or I’ll club you!”
 
                 Dad said nothing; only after Clive glared at him with his eyes all but hanging out of his head did he look up from his drink.
 
                 “Stay away from Dennis kids, you hear me?!” our education about Dennis and his kind complete.
 
                 It was pushing 4PM and Dad was still propped at the bar, we had an hour left to get to Leisure World – it wouldn’t happen but we were kids and we still believed strongly in the power of hope.  Somehow he had managed to convince Clive to extend his tab to another five or six rounds, he even convinced Dennis to buy him a couple as compensation for him trying to fiddle with his daughter.
 
                 The building shook in its foundations.  Two large bottles of spirits came off the wall, the chandelier danced in the fittings making a sound similar to that of Santa flying overhead.  The wall length mirror cracked in several places with each break racing to be the first to make the middle.  Getting to his feet Jack grabbed each of us in his callus-riddled hands and dragged us out of the bar.  Clive followed shepherding the weekend Alco-army outside to prevent them from drinking him dry while he figured out what just happened.  Fountain Street was rushed with a tsunami of soot coming towards us from Wellington Place.  Sirens rang out in all directions and then a second bang shook us in our shoes before the grey wave washed over us blinding everyone.
 
                 It took hours to get out of town that Saturday; checkpoints in all directions were queued around the block and the military had their weapons ready and their dogs at work.  We made it through under a tirade of insults.
 
                 “Fucking Irish bastards!” hurled one of the soldiers.
 
                 “You watch your tongue.” spat my dad, his eyes were lazy, footing unsure.  He got that way on whiskey.
 
                 “Or what?”
 
                 “Take you out of that uniform and you’re just a little shit.  If my kids weren’t here I…”
 
                 “You’d what you fucking Mick?” snarled the soldier.
 
                 They looked set to butt heads when an officer came over with a thick well-to-do English accent and instructed the soldier to duties elsewhere.  He marched off and the rest of them give their C.O a look of disgust mixed with disappointment.  You could tell they didn’t respect him.  Maybe he hadn’t earned his stripes; maybe they just wanted to watch a mouthy Paddy get his dough-hole stomped.
 
                 Once past the checkpoint we’d discover the bus service had been suspended due to the bombing in the city centre and would have to walk it home.  I knew better to ask my dad any questions when he was like this – Mum didn’t.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?!  You took our kids to that fucking dirty old bar, almost got them blown up, almost got yourself kicked to death!  Do we not have enough money problems Jack?  Is life not challenging enough for you?!” she poked.
 
                 “Do not talk to me like that Ruth!” he replied, mostly with spit “I will not take this shite from a woman!”
 
                 “Well fuck off then and find yourself a man to take it from!”
 
                 The thump sounded louder than the explosion as I sat at the foot of the stairs by the living room door listening.  I could see Mum fall in the reflection, cast darkly across the glass panel in the living room door which sat half open.  Dad stood over her, his hand turned to rock on the end of his wrist and shaking with adrenaline.
 
                 “Is that all you got in you, you fucking drunk!” she threw back.
 
                 He hit her again and again.  She had a delicate little face and he was set on altering it forever.  She’d get vertical enough to push him off her and would rush past me in a blur quickly followed by him screaming you want more woman, I’ll give you fucking more.  The stairs sat between the doors to the kitchen and the living room, I turned on the stair and had a direct view into the kitchen which still looked like a shop.  He caught up with her at the worktop and spun her around on her heels.  She was prepared though.  Make no mistake about it, Ruth Morgan had a temper too.  What chance did I stand?  Her right hand came round as he rotated her and slammed down on his chest.  Jack took a step back, shocked at the sight of a fish fork sticking out of his barrel, a matter of inches from where his heart may have been.  He hit her again and she dropped to the ground, her lip was fat and her left eye purple by this point. As he contemplated yanking the cutlery from his chest she rose with a hammer and took a swing for his face.  She missed and he got out of there fast.
 
   “You touch me again Jack Morgan and I will cave your bastard head in!” she screamed chasing him out of Rosapena and on to the Oldpark Road.
 
                 I stood by the door as houses and shops evacuated in a show of extreme curiosity as my parents tried desperately to kill each other.  An elderly woman threw me a look of sympathy as she dithered by our front door.  Me, this dirty little child covered in soot like a Victorian chimney sweep, my mum with her multi-coloured punch-bag face swinging a hammer at a drunk with a fork in his chest.  She shook her head and pitied my situation, pitied my life before it had even begun.  Defiantly I snarled back at her and give her the finger; my three year old stumpy little middle finger cocked and loaded with a big old fuck you.  I turned and walked back into the kitchen and helped myself to a pocket full of sweets.  Mum hadn’t learned yet what Clive knew.  I sat and raged at that sorrowful sign of compassion from that stranger all the while eating cola cubes.
 
    
 
   2
 
   MY PARENTS HAD been childhood sweethearts, pulled apart by the fluidity of the Northern Ireland working man’s job market. Mum remained in Belfast, Dad shepherded by his disciplinarian/borderline alcoholic father to Coleraine, then Bangor, then Larne before eventually turning twenty-one and severing the ailing chord. He returned to his native Belfast and a chance encounter with the newly single Ruth, my poor mother; they’d call it fate, if anything it was bad luck.
 
                 Mum fell pregnant with my big sis not long into their second turn around; she was still very much in love, the smitten kitten of the Cliftonville.  She wasn’t experienced or objective enough to see that Jack cared for two things, Himself and The Liquor. There was barely room in his tobacco-stained blood-clotted heart for her, let alone a child and definitely not for two.  Jack got the son he instinctively desired a few years into married life when my mum pushed me out the tunnel and into the ‘World according to Jack Morgan’.
 
                 Nineteen-eighty was a tough year.  Money slipped away from the family like quicksilver.  On Tara’s birth certificate it stated the father was Jack Morgan – Occupation: Building Contractor, by the time it came around to declaring my existence to the world of the British Government it had become Jack Morgan – Occupation: Labourer. He had long since lost the ability to see a project from conception to fruition thanks to him going weak at the knee at the mere sight of a bottle of Grey Goose.  By the time I was three turning four he was down to casual hours; being called in when another more reliable guy had broken his arm or fallen sick or ditched his family to run away with the babysitter.  Something had to give and that something was the profit margin of my mum’s little house shop.  It became the Jack Morgan benefit fund for the weeping liver.  He’d go busking, and on those days when we were lucky would forget to darken our door.  On the occasions when he did remember how to get home he always stank of basement shelf scotch and sported those Charlie Manson eyes Mum hated so much.  They fought more and more, he’d slap her down she’d kick the shins off him while she was there.  He put the hurt on her pretty thorough one time which took her a few weeks to fully recover from and each time after that she fought back a little less until she was little more than a cowering lamb, an imitation of the woman who’d tried to cut her Father-in-law’s head off with a sword for calling her a Stupid Wee Woman.  Unrecognizable to herself never mind her offspring.
 
                 Nineteen-eighty was a tough year for sure.  When Mum told us we were to expect a little brother or sister to play with Tara clapped her hands and prayed it wasn’t a stinky little boy.
 
                 “Mum, if it’s a girl can we dress her up?  Can we call her Sue-Ellen, Mum?”
 
                 I met the news with indifference.  It might be cool to have a brother to play with.  Someone to dispense my four year old wisdom to, someone to join the alliance against Tara, though the thought of drawing out more borders in the already cramped bedroom was terrifying.
 
                 “Can it not live somewhere else?” I asked.
 
                 Jack’s hands tightened around the corners of the newspaper he had propped in front of his face while he sat smoking in his undershirt.  After that, Dad was just angry.  Angry all the time, he’d stop by Copperfield’s or Kelly’s Cellars when his tab was too huge to barter another drink and fuel up his anger engine and give off about the brood at home that was sucking the marrow from his whiskey-damp bones.
 
                 “I would be playing music by now, playing music instead of being this…” whatever this was.
 
                 Most of all he was angry at how hopelessly trapped he was; how the woman and the two (soon to be three) brats expected so much from him.  During the fights he had taken to accusing Mum of trapping him in this life and trying to fix their problems with another mouth to feed.  The Mum of old would have spat back with something about being able to afford another baby if everything didn’t go down his neck but the line never passed her teeth.  The stealing would become more constant, soon the bottom line was too thin for anything other than the basics and soon after that it was gone.
 
                 When Jeff was born Tara and I had to go and stay with Mum’s sister Beth for a couple of days.  Beth would take Tara up to the hospital to see them both and she’d come back glowing with happiness, most likely because she knew more than me but she claimed it was because she was helping Mum raise the baby.
 
                 “Where’s Dad Aunt Beth?”
 
   No response came so I asked again and threw in a tug at the bottom of her skirt for good measure as she went about her daily grocery shop. It had become her and my daily grocery shop even though I hated grocery shopping.  I wanted to go to Leisure World yet somehow nobody fucking saw that.
 
                 “Where’s my dad Aunt Beth?” tug, tug.
 
                 “Your dad’s away working at the moment son, he’ll be back soon but it’s very important that you help me here.”
 
                 It didn’t make sense to me; Jack didn’t need to go away to work.  If anything Jack worked closer to home than ever now that the Oldpark was getting two dozen new houses erected on it.
 
                 “Working where?”
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 “Working where Aunt Beth?” tug, tug.
 
                 “He’s making movies darling now c’mon stop being an annoyance and help me with this.”
 
                 Beth handed me a blue bag full of potatoes and the like.  I carried them without a word, not because I was looking to change my ways – there are some things too deeply rooted to turn around.  I was in my head.  I was familiar with movies but I’d never known anyone who had been in one.  I wondered how it came about and when I realized that Tara hadn’t boasted about this I smiled.  It warmed me to think of my dad the movie star, it warmed me more knowing I knew more than her.  I’d hold it over her good and proper, I smiled all the way home.
 
                 Mum came home with our baby brother so we ended up back at our house.  It was good to be home.  I had my own room in Beth’s house; it was enormous – four storeys and the top floor had been turned into one large room.  Scaffolding sat in corners to support the beams that no longer had walls to hold them up.  My uncle was a world-class squirreler.  He emptied old houses in his youth and in lieu of payment was allowed to take whatever took his eye.  He’d make a lot of money at auction, he could have made a lot more if he stopped bringing so much of his junk home – nobody needs a room full of spare tires.  He had two little cars that looked like Sinclair C-5s before the C-5 was out which he got from a Japanese guy.  One was little more than a shell but the other was in perfect working order and I drove it around and between the scaffolding in the top room for hours.
 
                 Dad was still gone.  Mum had been home a few hours when I jumped on her, rupturing her stitches and sending her back to hospital for the night.  She took Jeff with her; me and Tara had to go back to Beth’s.  I felt bad about it but played in the Japanese C-5 for most of the night anyway.  
 
    
 
   3
 
   JACK PITCHED in more for a little while when Jeff came along but it didn’t last.  It never lasted; not while there was a spot saved for him at Copperfield’s.  I was four years old and not playing well with others in my Nursery school.  One day amongst the brightly coloured walls and finger paintings of suns with large smiles wearing Roy Orbison sunglasses I played with a bag of green plastic soldiers in the sandbox.  I was re-enacting a scene I had watched on TV from a film called The Great Scout & Cathouse Thursday.  There was a tall dark haired actor in it with a brooding face.  I was pretty sure in my own mind it was my dad and I watched with awe.  A small smelly kid with nostril frosting all over his face stepped into the sandbox while one set of green men were chasing after another.  He stood before me like he was about to say something then proceeded to piss himself; the patch spreading dark in a circle around his crotch before fleeing down the leg and out the bottom of his trousers.  He had done this on purpose, he’d ruined my game and not only that he had drowned half a dozen plastic men in his dribbling cock juice.  I stood up and slugged him square on the nose setting him off on a wailing tear-soaked cry.
 
                 Mum and Dad would come to the Nursery at the end of the week to discuss my behaviour.  For a man who liked to throw his dukes around Jack looked pretty pissed when he fired a glance towards me as Mrs. Martin explained all.
 
                 “Though this is the first occurrence of Douglas using violence as a means to communicate his general behaviour is, shall we say, troubling.”
 
                 “Troubling?  How so troubling?” quizzed Mum protectively.
 
                 “He seems to spend his days playing by himself, he rarely gets involved in group activity and doesn’t demonstrate a great deal of social skills.  Have you ever considered having him tested?”
 
                 Mum sprang to her feet like someone had just plugged her blue padded chair into the wall.
 
                 “That’s quite enough,” she said grabbing my hand and yanking me out of my seat.  Even the old man followed her lead “there’s nothing wrong with Douglas, he’s a quiet boy that is confident enough to enjoy his own company.  Maybe the activities you’re trying to engage him in don’t stimulate him enough to want to get involved.  What about the kid who can’t control his bladder?  You going to advise his parents have him tested?  What kind of four year old still pisses himself, huh?”
 
                 Martin sat in her chair stunned at the debris from the verbal landmine she had just trod on before finally offering “Well Mrs. Morgan his toiletry habits are a concern but not as much…”
 
                 “We’re done here.  Douglas will be going somewhere else before he’s enrolled in Primary school, one more word!” Mum barked cutting the administrator down with the point of a finger.
 
                 We’d stop for ice cream on the way home and Mum would try desperately to ruin my licking rhythm by continuously petting my mop of black hair as though I was a pound puppy.  Dad left after the ice cream, he had been co-opted into coming along because I was his child too but he wasn’t back in the house full-time yet.  He mustn’t have wanted to be back in Rosapena otherwise it would have been a different case.
 
                 That night I felt Mum’s eye burn white hot into the back of my head as I played in the corner of the living room while Mum, Tara and now Jeff interacted as one entity.  She burned a hole in my melon for weeks after the meeting with Mrs. Martin but she never sent me to be tested and I never asked what for.
 
    
 
   It was the beginning of the summer and I had said goodbye to the Nursery school, come August I’d be heading to Primary school and a whole new pecking order.  Dad was back in the house though he didn’t take us into town with him at the weekends anymore, which was no big deal for me or Tara as we never got to go to fucking Leisure World anyway.  
 
                 “I’ll work the shop with you Mum.” Tara announced on Friday night.
 
                 “Awk no darling, you have your weekend.”
 
                 “But you need the help Mummy, I’ll take the orders.”
 
                 “We’ll see what suits you best, how about that?” Mum haggled.
 
                 It was another thing she’d hang over me in her quest to be the most loved, superior child of Ruth and Jack Morgan.  Maybe she thought there was a prize, if there was a prize it was never announced so I never competed.  Saturday would come and the house would fill from the back door with the chittering and chattering of children all queuing up to give away their pocket money.  I had gotten into art by this stage so I spent most of my time with a yellow pencil and a blank sheet of paper under my hand drawing.  I was going to be an artist, Mum did her best to steer me towards Graphic Designer or Architect.  Architect pleased the old man because it was a skill, a trade.
 
                 “You’ll not get anywhere with all that artsy fartsy shite.   There’s no money in it, that’s why it’s best left to those la-de-da puffter lot!” he’d state sucking down on a cigarette.
 
                 I had grabbed myself a bag of sweets from the counter and had taken to spreading them out on to the floor to sketch them.  Mum worked the register while Tara busied herself bagging up people’s orders only for Mum to have to go over and fix them because Tara had given them £5 worth of sweets when they only had 25p to spend.  I’d grin at her each time I’d see Mum having to redo what she was supposedly “managing” and she’d say something about how I was “ruining the stock” and “pouring it all over the floor”.
 
                 “Leave your brother alone Tara, he’s not doing any harm.”
 
                 She’d then mutter “unlike some people” under her breath and it would make me laugh.  Tara was no more useful on shop days than the old man, or Jeff, or me for that matter.
 
                 In the summer months we ate the best.  Every day kids would be given money to get them out from between the legs of their parents and they’d come to ours to spend it.  Sunday came and we got dragged to Beth’s house.  Mum had started taking us there every Sunday which was a real pain in the ass.  I wasn’t allowed to play with the sort-of-C-5 when Mum was there, all of Beth’s children were a lot older so they had no toys and we were always put in front of the TV to watch whatever was on and for some reason it was always a Bollywood film.  They never made a lot of sense to me back then; I’d spend most of the time staring at the clock willing it to skip forward an hour while Mum and Beth chatted about boring shit that somehow wasn’t allowed to be interrupted.  When we’d leave Beth’s house it would be late in the evening, the older kids would be out playing football and I’d know it was time to go straight into the house, start fighting against the bath-time and then be put to bed before I was tired. Even back then I was a night owl and would spend hours under the covers reading, stopping every page to come up for cold air before diving back into my child-made literary womb.
 
                 Jeff didn’t do much at this point.  I barely saw him and he was hardly even on my radar.  During the week Mum took the three of us to Leisure World.  The moment we stepped in through the doors I raced to the boy half of the store and was struck dumb by just how much of everything there was to choose from.  There was almost too much.  It got to the point I didn’t even want to take anything down from the shelves all I wanted to do was stare at it all and imagine what it would be like to play with them.  Tara ran back to Mum’s side with a Barbie.
 
                 “That’s all I want Mum, can I have it?”
 
                 Pissing little kiss ass.  I wanted everything, I wanted to take it all home and cover the walls of my room with them and just stare unblinkingly at them and marvel in the world of possibilities that lay inside the plastic sealed packaging.  Already I knew I’d be disappointed.  I wanted it all.  I settled for a Batman with a cloth cape and a batarang with a wicked recoil.  Jeff lay in his pram clawing at his feet; not even one and already he was cherished enough to be able to squander his first trip to Leisure World.  In years to come when he’d spent countless Saturdays in the dark, urine scented corner of Copperfield’s, when he’d spent so much time there he couldn’t even remember what Leisure World looked like, when that happens he’d regret wasting this opportunity and I’d laugh.  I’d laugh and strain something trying to recall all the imprisoned plastic heroes that lined the walls waiting for their chosen one to come along and take them home.
 
                 The cab ride home was the beginning of Jeff’s hate/hate relationship with travel.  His childhood would see him drown us all in chunks of what looked like carrot and rancid slime water as the slightest motion would cause him to projectile vomit everywhere.  In this instance all he could muster was a hiccup and grey slippage down the front of his bib.
 
                 When we got back to Rosapena the house was like a bombsite.  Mum quickly backed out telling Tara to take Douglas and Jeff next door right now.  She grabbed the pram and raced to our neighbours; I followed for a moment but then wondered what Batman would do, or my dad.  I had seen a movie he was in where he and three others ran around with swords fighting people in funny costumes.  I ran back to the house, in through the front door and as far as the stairs.  I could see my dad; he was blind drunk and ripping the cupboards out of the wall.  Mum’s cash box lay empty and discarded in the middle of the tiled floor as he roared about the rest of it.
 
                 “Jack! What the fuck are you doing?!”
 
                 “Where’s the rest of it woman?!  Don’t you think I don’t know you’ve been holding out on me!”
 
                 “Don’t you dare take that fucking money, that money is everything we have!” she’d lunge for his jacket pocket which had paper money promising to spew from it but he’d bat her away like a fly.
 
                 “You fucking witch!  You trap me here!”
 
                 “Get the fuck out then but you’re not taking that money!”
 
                 She’d lunge for him again and he’d punch her before grabbing her and pinning her to the wall.  Mum ran her nails down his face peeling off skin as though he was a form of fruit and he’d howl before hitting her again and again knocking her to the ground but the old lady was tough and hung on to his leg.  Jack reached down and forced her head into the floor with an industrial thud that turned my stomach and then she was silent and still.  A crimson doll.  He smashed up the kitchen window for good measure before pushing by me and out of the house.  I stood in the doorway; I was too green to venture any closer.  That night we all had to stay with Beth and I didn’t much feel like playing with the C-5.
 
   4
 
   THEN MUM SAID “We’re going home kids.” 
 
   Her lip sat fat, her right eye closed and as round as a snooker ball.  
 
   Beth made our uncle get his van.  He hadn’t driven it in years but it held all four of us plus him up front and he drove us home.  It wasn’t Rosapena.  The house was bigger, there were fields, no kitchen shop but all of my stuff was in boxes in my new room waiting for me to go through them.  Tara got her own room in the new house; I still had to share only this time it was with Jeff.  For the first few months he slept in with Mum but eventually the lines of division appeared again and were as clear as ever; only the colour scheme on the walls was unified.  Dad didn’t come around anymore.  Nobody even mentioned his name, at least not to me though he would still appear on TV at weekends and I’d watch and wonder why he couldn’t be that much fun in person.
 
   The house felt like it was in the middle of nowhere compared to how built-up Rosapena was.  To the rear of the house was an honest to goodness back yard, rich and green and just wanting to be explored.  We sat at the end of a six house terrace and from my bedroom window I could see a forest, and a tree with a tire on a rope.  I’d make that my own soon enough.
 
   The nearest shop was a good ten minutes walk from our front door and on a Friday night a man would pull up outside the house in a van and all the kids would pile in with amazement.  It’s every parent’s nightmare now but in the eighties there never seemed to be any issue of stranger danger; anyone who bothered to snatch Tara would probably bring her back within a couple of hours when they realised she talked more than they could breathe.  On our third weekend in the new house I convinced Mum to let me go to the van.  I needed to know what exactly those kids were getting out of this relationship.
 
   “Ok we’ll have a look but that’s all Douglas.” Mum said rounding up Jeff and Tara and stepping out of the house into the cool summer night.
 
   The van had a light in the back and I raced ahead to join the queue to step into it.  I was almost sick with anticipation of what it could be.  My uncle’s van used to shepherd around marble fireplaces, engine parts and copper when he was up to it.  I didn’t know any of the local kids yet but I had faith in them that they wouldn’t be exhilarated over a Belfast sink.  I’d take the three steps the van driver set out for us in one as I climbed into the back of this stranger’s van, Mum reluctantly watching on from not too far.
 
   It was greater than I could have ever imagined.  The man had shelved the sides of the van and stocked them with every action, horror, and martial arts VHS and Beta-Max he could get his hands on in those early days of home entertainment.  I stood before them in awe and again I wanted everything, again I didn’t want to do anything other than own all before me so that I could look at them and imagine what it would be like to watch them all.  We didn’t even have a VHS player at the time, I left the van empty handed and raced back to Mum.
 
   “Well, what’s so special about that banged up old van?”
 
   “Mum, he has tapes.”
 
   “Wow, well that is amazing.  Let’s go inside now.”
 
   She’d herd us all indoors and I’d watch from the window as kid after kid would queue up, disappear inside and re-emerge with a box and a smile on their face.  I was young so the art of subtly and nuance was lost on me, I was yet to learn the value of a buck.  It would come soon enough but not sooner than a VHS player.
 
   “Can we get one Mum?” I asked.
 
   “One what son?” she’d pretend not to follow the conversation when it suited her.
 
   “A tape machine, so we can watch movies.”
 
   “You can watch movies on TV.”
 
   “Not like these.”
 
   “We’ll see ok?  There’s plenty of other things we need in the meantime maybe if you made yourself a wee friend you could go round their house annoy their parents and watch movies on their tape machine.”
 
   She watched carefully as that little spark caught something behind my green eyes and began to burn.  She was probably still hearing Mrs. Martin in her head every time she came out of the house to look for me as I was sitting on the front porch drawing instead of running wild with the other boys or pretending to be a ninja or whatever the local kids did to put the hours in.  I went to bed that night and didn’t read, didn’t sleep either.  I lay staring into the never ending darkness that began at the bedroom ceiling and in the furthest corner of the darkest abyss could feel something staring back.
 
    
 
   I left the house the next morning without my pencil and sketch pad.  Mum was right; there were plenty of other things we needed to get before a VHS player.  I should have known that, being man of the house, but it was a role I was still coming to terms with and learning the ropes would highlight these things.
 
   A stampede raced past me, boys, all my age with differing colours of hair quickly followed by the tallest girl I had ever seen in my life.  She was six foot nine in flats if she was anything and had long black hair that even in a French plat hung around her thick flanks.  She caught the tail end of the group and managed to put a hand round the neck rim of a boy’s tee shirt tearing it from his frame and sending him hurtling backwards before landing on the ground.  She was on him quick as a flash slapping him around the face as he cried for mercy with everyone a safe distance from the girl-giant laughing.
 
   “Teresa dirty hole!” yelled one of the kids, the darkest one.
 
   “Teresa dirty hole!” echoed another.
 
   “Stop it!” screamed who I guessed was Teresa.
 
   As a chorus of Teresa dirty hole sang out in the middle of the newest urban development, a red headed kid flanked her.  Slowly he skulked up behind her and right when she was about to charge at the choir of punk kids screaming Teresa dirty hole he leapt at her back grabbing hold of her considerable plat and rang on it like a church bell.  She turned kicking but he turned with her and rode on her as though she was a bronco.  Teresa would buck him off eventually; the slapped happy child would wriggle free from under her shadow as she gave chase to the ginger boy.  She’d thunder up the hill to the top of the street after him.  I watched wanting to see what the choir would do next, the ginger kid must have wondered too because he looked behind him – which slowed his escape and in an instant Teresa pounced on him and beat him until he cried.
 
   “I thought I was a goner.” the slapped happy kid declared.
 
   “Look at Marty!  She’s beating the balls off him!” the leader laughed and pointed.
 
   “Who’s he?” asked slappy.
 
   “Don’t know.  Who are you?” they were talking to me now.
 
   “I’m Douglas, I only just moved here.”
 
   “I’m Paulie, you want to run around with us Douglas?” Paulie said, stepping forward “You have to kick Teresa in the hole.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   In its own way why not made a lot of sense.  In years to come it would be at the centre of my entire decision making process and though the outcome usually caused more trouble than any discovery was worth from ploughing ahead why not always remained the most attractive proposition in life.  What chance did I really stand?  What chance in a world that contained why not?  I hadn’t seen any sign of life coming from it during the month I lived across the street from what I’d come to know as the Bogey-house but suddenly as I weighed up Paulie’s outlook on life and acceptance the front door opened.  Out marched a hard pressed old man with a can in his hand.  He reminded me of Jack when he was shook from his sleep too early.
 
   “You little bastards leave that poor child alone!” he hollered, throwing his empty can at Paulie.
 
   “Or what will you do old man?” 
 
   For a five year old Paulie had some serious balls on him.
 
   “I’ll come over there and put my foot in your ass you cheeky little prick!”
 
   “Lick ass!” Paulie yelled in reply before spinning round and slapping his rump at the old timer.
 
   A chorus of lick ass would ring out from the boys.  There were at least a dozen of them but it seemed that only Paulie was able to command the troops into singing out an insult.  It had to be admired.
 
   The old man stomped forward and the kids dispersed in the way a glass does when hitting the floor.  I watched as all directions seemed to be covered while I stood rooted to the spot with the old drunk running towards me.  Paulie stopped dead in his tracks and screamed “Run Doug!”  I let out a lick ass directed squarely in the old drunk’s face before ducking under his arm which he swung wildly in my direction then raced towards Paulie and away to safety.
 
   We didn’t get a VHS player that summer but it was ok we got a dog instead and Paulie had a VHS player so I spent a lot of evenings at his house watching Kung Fu movies.  I told Paulie about my dog he said it was “fantastic” and that “our gang needed a good dog for hunting”.  I couldn’t have agreed more with him but the dog turned out to be more than a little hyperactive and incredibly difficult to train.  I had wanted an animal that would follow me around on adventures, a dog I could lead through the field at the back of Paulie’s house, through the forest and to that tree with the tire on a rope.  If we got lost I wanted a dog that could sniff us home but Bosco wasn’t that kind of dog.  He was more a ‘eat your toys then sick them up into the bottom drawer of your clothes’ kind of animal but he was playful.  You could hug him all day and he wouldn’t get bent out of shape about it.  He’d even suck a dummy if you stuck one in his mouth but he was no hunter.
 
    
 
   Soon we were best friends, the Butch and Sundance of Belfast.  One night I was sleeping over at Paulie’s.  Mum was nervous at the prospect of me being out of the house, even though it was only across the street but she bit the bullet and gave in at the tenth time of asking.  It was something I had to hold over Tara.  She hadn’t been allowed to sleep over at any of her friends’ houses yet and her face was like thunder when she had to watch Mum say yes.
 
   Paulie’s house was just like ours, the front door opened straight into the living room, the stairs ran between the living room and the kitchen – which was smaller than Rosapena.  Upstairs the master bedroom sat to the front of the house, the next biggest to the rear and his room sat between the bathroom and the hot press.  That was my room too.  Paulie’s dad was as white as sheet, ghosts looked exotic next to him.  Paulie and his sisters got their colour from their mum.  She was Moroccan, with the most striking blue eyes and a figure chipped from marble.  I was half asleep when I realised I needed the toilet.  I took to the dark corridor like it was my own, without the need of a light.  A giggle from the room directly facing the bathroom froze me still as deer in headlights as the door breezed open and Paulie’s sculpted mother raced out.  Her breasts free and bouncing carelessly.  Her hips round and dangerous, her patch of thick woven bush moist and inviting.  A man ran after her laughing, he’d lift her into the air and carry her back to the bed, smiling all the way.  Her smile lit up any room; she glided through her home effortlessly and set aflutter the souls of all men.  I’d love her, all of Paulie’s flock would.
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   POLEGLASS WAS PRETTY back then.  It was an odd mix of rural and urban and hadn’t succumbed to the paramilitary might and drug crime it would later become famous for.  Memories of the old man had faded, I watched him play a werewolf on TV one weekend but other than that I hadn’t seen Jack in two years, maybe it was longer.  School was in session and I was blossoming, Mum was relieved to see that all the fighting and screaming and drinking hadn’t put a fist sized dent in her oldest boy’s psyche.  We played football at break time until the older boys forced us off the pitch so they could play a match.  Any disagreement with this arrangement usually saw the objecting boy debagged and their ball hoofed off into the parameter of trees that guarded the school grounds.  I didn’t have a dad but I had my dog and I had Paulie and the gang.
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   PAULIE HAD TO move school during Primary Three thanks to his parents splitting up.  One day he was in class, the following day he was missing and our PE teacher was sporting a black-eye.  They’d move house to something smaller and more affordable for his beautiful mother but not just yet, it took a while for the old place to sell.  He’d live a few streets away in a new apartment complex so we could still hang out but he had trained our group of friends too well.  At the slightest wobble two in particular sensed weakness and made a play for leader of the gang, Paulie barely put up a fight.
 
                 A lot of the older kids in the neighbourhood promised, each time they saw him, that the next time they were round at the apartments they were going to fuck his mum good and proper.  It would turn his skin red and send him swinging digs towards them.  I agreed with them and wanted to tell him that I considered our friendship important and hoped that it would mean he wouldn’t mind if I fucked her first but I thought twice about it when he caught a sixteen year old on the nose and covered both their shirts in claret.  They still said things about his mum after that only it was no longer to his eight year old face.
 
                 The new family that moved into Paulie’s house was a husband, wife and two daughters.  I had promised myself out of loyalty to Paulie that I would hate them all and not be behind the door in demonstrating it.  The two kids were incredibly ginger, so ginger they made our friend Ginge (Marty) look like a tanned Adonis.  The dad was little better.  He had red hair that was beginning to look a little like auburn straw as it thinned to reveal the shape of his head in well lit areas but he was a good guy.  When my mum finally purchased a VHS player he called to the house and tuned in all the television channels on it and showed me how to operate the remote.
 
   “So what’s a kid like you doing sitting indoors watching videos?” he’d ask.
 
                 “I play out loads, I want to be able to tape Kolchak the Nightstalker and my dad’s movies.”
 
                 “Well that’s something then.”
 
    
 
   Teresa had gotten bigger.  On top of her mental disability she had some sort of physical condition that meant her body didn’t interpret the message to stop growing.  Her two brothers were younger than her but both seemed to be touched with the same physical explosion towards the sky.  Teresa dirty hole had stopped being funny so the kids just yanked on her ponytail which now swept at the street.  I sat on the porch with my sketchpad and watched as a new group of young ones that included my brother Jeff took turns in tormenting her and belittling her for the sake of getting a chase.
 
                 “Stop it!  Stop it!” she screamed swinging large shovel-like hands at the small children.
 
                 “Teresa dick breath!” roared one of Jeff’s friends.
 
                 I laughed at that one, it was a funny image.
 
                 Paulie called to my house with Malachy.  Malachy had a harelip and when he said his own name it sounded like he was saying ‘Malarkey’.  He also had a wonky leg making him a risk when we were off exploring, something we didn’t want to get caught doing.  The rest of the kids called him “Sixty-Six” because of the fact that when they tried to make him say Sixty-six silly sausages it sounded hilarious.  I wondered when anyone would ever need to say something so fucking stupid but the name stuck.  Paulie used to only call for Sixty-Six when he was bored but now since we’d broken away from the gang me, him and Sixty-Six were like the three musketeers.  I liked that idea.  I would be the one my dad played.
 
                 “What are you doing?”
 
                 “Just drawing.”
 
                 “I didn’t know you were left handed.”
 
                 “I am.” I said.
 
                 “Me and Sixty-Six are going down to the forest, we heard there’s a house at the other side filled with bin bags full of money.”
 
                 “That sounds like bullshit to me.” 
 
   It was our generation’s Nigerian lottery win and even at a young age I hadn’t really fallen for it.
 
                 “It’s not, it’s true!” Sixty-Six replied spraying us both on his S’s.
 
                 “That’s shit.  It’s stuff ones like your brother says so that when we go down there they bust our asses for whatever money we have on us.”
 
                 “Maybe,” offered Paulie “but maybe it’s not.  Maybe the house is coming down with money.  You want to be the one that got left out so you could sit here and watch Dirty Hole beat up five year olds?”
 
                 “Let me get my coat.”
 
                 Mum was on the phone with someone in the kitchen.  She was using her secret phone voice so I knew something was up.  It wasn’t any of our birthdays coming up and it was too early for Christmas so I figured it had something to do with Dad.  I grabbed my coat from my room and soft-stepped it back downstairs and out the door with Paulie and Sixty-Six.
 
                 The field was like a swamp, the ground unstable and the grass was overgrown.  Sixty-Six lost a shoe right out of nowhere.  One moment he was limping along the next his foot was soaking wet and we couldn’t find it.  He muttered something about going home but Paulie correctly pointed out that I had come along for the same reason he should stay.
 
                 “You go home Sixty-Six and you’ll get nothing you hear me?  It’ll be split between me and Doug, do you really want that?”
 
                 He shook his head and we ploughed on.
 
                 We reached the forest as the sun began to slip from the sky.  From my bedroom window the tire swing seemed to be the furthest point possible to travel but yet here we were about to pass it surrounded by empty cans of Tenants and skin magazines.  The unclothed women plastered across each page excited us all but the magazines were little more than a collection of badly weathered pages; any attempt to move them from their environment would lead to their beauty being lost to the world forever.  We’d have to settle for committing as many top pages to memory before pushing on.  The forest cleared eventually, though now it was almost as dark outside the woods as it was inside.  A duel carriageway was all that stood between us and either a house full of money or a ball-beating from a lot of drunken teenagers.  Either way.  The only way to know for sure was to look straight ahead and run as fast as your legs would carry you.  I had taken part in a couple of school sports days winning a few sprints and considered myself powerful in the legs.  I feared for Sixty-Six.  The oncoming traffic was fast and indiscriminating; he’d be cut down for sure.  There was a momentary break thanks to a red light which set Sixty-Six off like a shot, Paulie sprinted after him and caught him easily.  He tried to wrestle Sixty-Six to the ground in order for the two of them to play chicken with the traffic but he was too powerful for Paulie and shrugged him off.  I started running as the lights turned green and caught up with Paulie as we raced for the imaginary tape on the other side.  We both left Sixty-Six eating our dust as blasts from a multitude of vehicles swore at him to get off the fucking road.  He’d reach safety by a hare’s breath – had he been two pounds heavier he would have had his ass taken off him by a big rig.
 
                 Sliding down the embankment we landed in a sod covered heap at the steps of the money house.  I got to my feet and helped Sixty-Six up before the three of us marched purposefully towards our ill-gotten fortune.  The house was blind, all the windows boarded up and the wood had been well worn by at least two good winters.  The front door had a steel sheet bolted to the frame making it impenetrable.
 
                 “You see that door?” asked Paulie “Would hardly go to all that hassle for no reason, right?”
 
                 “How’d you reckon we’re going to get in?” asked Sixty-Six
 
                 I was already halfway round the back of the house when Paulie answered him.  If there was anything in that place worth money I was sure to be getting my hands on it.  Money had been tight since we moved to Poleglass.  Mum wasn’t able to work because it cost more money to have someone look after three kids during the summer than she could make and most nights involved her pretending she had already had dinner because there was only enough in the house for three small mouths.  That money was going to be mine, fuck those older kids.
 
                 The back window’s boarding had been pulled away so frequently that it flapped limply in the wind.  I pulled it to one side and climbed into the dark, piss stinking abyss.  The house was cold and frighteningly quiet.  Paulie and Sixty-Six climbed in behind me and we checked our way through all the cupboards and shelves on the ground level before climbing the stairs.  The house was a damp wreck.  The stairs swayed from left to right and back again as three kids ascended them to the first floor but there was nothing there either.  Several of the steps on the stairs to the second floor were missing and when we got to the top I knew we weren’t alone.  Groaning and coughing reminded me of Saturday mornings as a voice growled from a masked far room.
 
                 “What the fuck are you punks doing here?”
 
                 “We’re here for the money.” I answered.
 
                 “Oh the money, yeah the money’s in here boys.”
 
                 “Throw it out!” dictated Paulie.
 
                 “No I don’t think so, you boys want it come in and get it!”
 
                 Paulie pushed Sixty-Six forward.
 
                 “Go get it Sixty-Six.”
 
                 “Why me?”
 
                 “Because you’re strong as a Hulk.”
 
                 Sixty-Six inched forward, he was on the verge of the doorway and the endless darkness of the money room when an old figure jumped out and grabbed him.  The man was dirty from head to toe, covered in ground-on mud and track marks.  He was skinny, his ribs sat out like a xylophone on his naked body as he pressed his wiry arms out, grabbed Sixty-Six and began pulling him into the nothingness.  Paulie and I charged forward grabbing an arm each and pulling back on Sixty-Six causing him to lose his other shoe as the naked old pervert fell to the ground and grabbed a hold of the kids wonky foot.  Running towards the scrambling hobo I flung a boot into his face and he scuttled back into his nest.  Sixty-Six leapt to his feet with a level of agility I’d never seen in him before and the three of us charged down the two flights of stairs bringing down slabs of plaster from the wall as the stairwell swung severely from the supporting wall.  We hit ground level and rushed to our exit.
 
                 When we made it home that night Paulie’s mum was camped out in my living room with mine and the rest of the women in the neighbourhood.  They had sent their husbands out searching in the pitch black of night for the three little troublemakers of Laurelbank.  I barely had a moment to savour Paulie’s mum’s beautifully firm buttocks, encased in denim and planted squarely on my couch before I was pointed towards the stairs.  In the morning we’d be in a position where our parents had finally stopped yelling at us long enough to tell them about the naked old hobo who tried to pecker Sixty-Six.
 
                 “Douglas, are you making this up?” Mum asked “Because this is very serious.”
 
                 “I swear Mum, he was staying in the house and he tried to grab Malachy.”
 
                 “Leave it to me.”
 
                 That was the last on the matter.  Later that day I came home to find three men in leather jackets sitting in my kitchen with my mum leading the conversation which stopped as I entered the room.  I was sent to my room which Jeff had been rummaging around and had managed to find and partially destroy my A-Team van which I cherished.  It led to another swinging match, mutual bruised lips and all on the eve of our school photograph day.  
 
    
 
   I can’t remember how long it was after the money house rape attempt but I sat by my window drawing and looked up to remind myself of what the old house looked like before I tried to lay it down on snow white A4 only for it to not be there.
 
                 I’d tell Paulie all about how the house was no longer there as he couldn’t see it from any of the windows in his apartment.  He’d stare into the air for a moment as though he was waiting for the wind to confirm what I’d relayed to him before blinking three times.
 
                 “You know what they’ve done don’t you Doug?”
 
                 “And what’s that Paulie?”
 
                 “We got too damn close and they’ve moved the money, we might never find it again.”
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   “Hey Sixty-Six, come tell that joke you know!” screamed Richard McCluskey.
 
                 Paulie had been coming around less and less recently.  Me and Sixty-Six had found ourselves hanging out with a load of older boys.  There was even a couple of girls in the group.  Fiona McCluskey was Richard’s sister and had the face of an angel; she was in my class in St. Kieran’s though I had never dared to speak to her.  When I started hanging around with her older brother she’d say hello in the corridor and every once and a while she would come play with us all and send me goofy.
 
                 We’d been playing in Richard’s backyard for a couple of hours.  His old man supplied hay and the like to farmers all over Northern Ireland and had a large silo reaching out beyond his property where he kept it all.  Richard had piled up ten stacks and convinced everyone it would be aces if we all jumped out of his bathroom window on to the bales.  I stood by the bathroom door waiting my turn to climb over the green sink and out the window.  I tried ignoring the frilly little panties that could only belong to Fiona as they hung on the radiator drying.  I wanted to own them more than anything I had ever seen in Leisure World; I wasn’t too sure why and worried that it made me what my dad called funny.
 
                 “Sixty!  Come over here and tell that joke!”
 
                 I pulled myself over the sink and out on to the window ledge looking down at the hill of hay that lay below ready and willing to catch me.  I wished goodbye to Fiona’s panties and the little buns they usually wrapped themselves around and pushed myself out off the ledge, off the house and towards the absent arms of gravity.  I hit the hay moments later, unsure of whether I had broken anything or not.  Another kid landed beside me near breaking my neck with his dropping leg.  Rolling off the hay I looked up towards the window and the sight of Jeff.  Richard also had a younger brother, Charlie, who was probably why my baby brother was about to chuck himself from a twenty-five foot drop.
 
                 “Hey Doug, come here a minute and hear this joke Sixty-Six knows.” requested Richard.
 
                 I watched Jeff land and roll, he seemed ok.  I walked over to Richard who was smoking one of his dad’s cigars.  It almost completely masked his face it was so large.  Inside one of our friends had started scratching with Richard’s dad’s Black Sabbath LPs and I knew that was going to lead to a beating being put on someone.
 
                 “So what’s this joke then Sixty?” I asked.
 
                 “Tell him Sixty, tell him it…” Richard insisted impatiently.
 
                 “So there’s this kid called Buckerharder…”
 
                 “What sort of stupid name is Buckerharder?”
 
                 “Will you fuck up and listen to the joke, continue Sixty…”
 
                 “Right, so there’s this kid called Buckerharder and every day he walks home from school, goes to his room and pretends he’s kissing his girlfriend…”
 
                 I figured if I went upstairs again I’d grab a feel of Fiona’s panties for sure.
 
                 Sixty-Six starts groping the air and pretending he has a girl locked to his lips.  He looks stupider than usual.
 
                 “And every day his mum comes home after work and yells Buckerharder!  Buckerharder! Get downstairs and eat your dinner! And every day Buckerharder finishes off sticking it to his fake girlfriend and goes downstairs and eats his dinner.”
 
                 Richard is laughing and nudging people who agree it’s funny already.
 
                 “So one day Buckerharder is walking home from school and there’s this big blonde girl with a big hairy pussy standing on the street corner bent over with hunger.”
 
                 Richard’s bent over too, only he’s in fits of laughter.
 
                 “The blonde says Hey kid I’m starving you got any food on you? And Buckerharder says I don’t but I’m going home to practice kissing in my room and then my mum’s making me dinner so the blonde says Well if you bring me home I’ll kiss you for real, I’ll suck your dick and let you fuck my pussy for as long as you want, as long as I can have some dinner.  So Buckerharder thinks about it for a moment and then says Yeah, my mum makes too much anyway and your pussy looks pretty fuckable.  So Buckerharder takes her home, takes her upstairs and starts kissing her.”
 
                 Sixty-Six tongue flicks the air as he begins running his hands up and down in front of him.
 
                 “Then he undoes her bra and begins sucking on her titties.”
 
                 Fiona catches me looking at her when Sixty-Six said titties and I start turning red from the collar up.
 
                 “Then she drops to the ground,” Sixty-Six drops to the ground “and starts sucking his cock.  Then he picks her up turns her over and starts riding the life out of her.”
 
                 Richard is close to pissing himself by this stage.  If awkwardness was deadly we all would have dropped stone cold.
 
                 “You guys ought to tell your folks this joke, they’ll love it!” he said slapping his leg.
 
                 “Next thing you know Mum comes home and starts yelling Buckerharder!  Buckerharder! No answer, so she walks to the bottom of the stairs slams her hand on the banister and yells Buckerharderrrrrrr! And he screams back I’m trying Mum, I’m trying but if I buck her any harder I’ll get my balls stuck!”
 
                 Richard collapses on to the ground.  Two or three of the other guys pretend to laugh but it doesn’t even reach their eyes.  Sixty-Six looks at me; I shrug my shoulders and go back upstairs to jump out the bathroom window.
 
    
 
   Richard’s dad came home and threw everyone out. Richard’s friend had scratched through his dad’s copy of Black Mass and drank three of his beers for which Richard was getting an ass whooping.  I walked home with Sixty-Six and Jeff trying not to think about the panties Fiona wears, or the toilet she sits on, or the bath she bathes in.
 
                 “Can I ask you something Sixty?”
 
                 “Sure Doug.”
 
                 “That joke you told, the one about Buckerharder…” I paused for a moment, I felt vulnerable.
 
                 “What about it?”
 
                 “I don’t get it.”
 
                 “Me neither, my brother told me it and they all seem to find it really funny when I tell it with all the actions.”
 
                 “You see Fiona’s pants?”
 
                 “Where?”
 
                 “Doesn’t matter, night Sixty!” I waved as Jeff and I got dragged into the house.
 
                 The living room was in darkness, not even the TV played.  Mum stood in the doorway smoking a cigarette as our neighbour Ronan made himself her favourite person by fixing the electrics which had burnt out.  The house was recently built but whatever they had managed to do with the electrics meant that the system overloaded quite easily.
 
                 “I think it might be the transformer Ruth, but if I’m honest I’m not one hundred percent.” came a voice from the downward-facing-spark.
 
                 “What’s going down, Mum?”
 
                 “Going down?  No more American TV for you.”
 
                 “What’s Ronan doing?” I asked, correcting myself in the hope she’d forget her threat.
 
                 “Electrics have gone again.  Ronan’s lending us a hand, would you like a cup of tea Ronan?”
 
                 “Milk, three sugars Ruth-love that’d be wonderful.”
 
                 Mum disappeared into the kitchen to make a cup of tea on the gas hob, Ronan wriggled around a little more before the house woke up and everything began screaming again.  The TV started playing the football highlights, every light in the house sprang into life and the washing machine started up again.  Upstairs I could hear Tara singing along to some terrible music with one of her friends.
 
                 Ronan sat at the head of the kitchen table sipping down a cup of tea and eating a sandwich.  It had been years since there was a man of the house that wasn’t me.  It felt good to take the night off.  I sat beside him drinking a cup, much to the old lady’s amazement.
 
                 “So Mum,” I said with a slurp “there’s this kid called Buckerharder right…”
 
                 My face met with the palm of her hand as a crash of searing pain shot through my cheek.
 
                 “Don’t you use that kind of language…”
 
                 My lip trembled; my eyes began to drown under their own moisture.  I felt angry with her.  She had embarrassed me in front of another guy.  I got up from the chair lifting my half empty cup of tea and threw it at the kitchen window.  What chance did I stand?  It exploded into a hundred pieces cracking and distorting the picturesque reflection that sat in it moments earlier.  Mum flinched.
 
                 “You didn’t have to fucking hit me!” I screamed “How was I to know you don’t like fucking jokes!”
 
                 I ran upstairs to my room as another hand came down to slam thunder across my body.  Banging the door Jeff leapt up from his bed.
 
                 “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
                 “Fuck up Jeff,” I cried “nobody even asked you anything!”
 
                 I threw myself under the cover, kicking out all the books I had piled up in and around my bed.  I was furious and yet sad.  There was a knock of the door and I tried holding my breath until whoever it was went away but another knock came and then I heard the squeak of the hinge as the door relaxed closed again.
 
                 “You there buddy?” it was Ronan, relief.
 
                 I grunted and then felt the pressure of his man-sized frame push down on the corner of my bed.  Pulling the cover down from over my head I wiped the remains of the salt water from my eyes.
 
                 “So this kid called Buckerharder huh?” he said with a smile.
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Do you find that joke funny?”
 
                 I shook my head.
 
                 “Do you know why your mum wouldn’t have found it funny?”
 
                 I shook my head again before breaking eye contact.
 
                 “Do you know my kids Douglas?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “I got two girls, and if you count the wife that makes three girls…even the cat’s a god-damn girl.  I’m completely outnumbered.  I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what that’s like, you must have felt that before your brother Jeff came along.  A man needs male company sometimes, you know?”
 
                 I nodded even though I wasn’t entirely sure what he was getting at.
 
                 “I thought maybe me and you could hang-out some, maybe go fishing or ride our bikes along the forest trail.”
 
                 “I don’t know how to ride a bike.”
 
                 “You don’t know how to ride a bike?”
 
                 “I haven’t had a bike.  I mean I had a Spiderman bike when I was a kid but my dad had to give it to Gandhi.”
 
                 “Well,” Ronan said, digesting the imagery “if you want to learn how to ride a bike I know a guy who can get us an old bike.  We could fix her up over the summer, get it up to riding standard and get you out on the road.  You fancy that?”
 
                 “That sounds cool.  Would it be like Easy Rider?”
 
                 “How do you know about Easy Rider?”
 
                 “The video man.  When he comes around on Friday I get movies from him, I get him to put the good ones in covers for stupid kid’s cartoons so Mum won’t take them off me.”
 
                 “What else have you watched?”
 
                 “Mainly action movies.  I’ve watched Commando, me and Paulie play Commando all the time out in the field.  Other than that I watch movies my dad makes.”
 
                 “Your dad makes movies?”
 
                 “Sure does.  I watched one were he’s wrestling with another guy in front of a fire, I didn’t like it much so I stopped watching.”
 
                 “You like Alf?” he asked.
 
                 “Shit yeah!”
 
                 “Me too kid.  How about me and you start watching Alf together.  My kids don’t like Alf… you know, cos of them being girls and stuff.”
 
                 “I’ll watch Alf with you.”
 
                 “Cool, very cool Doug.  So I’ll drop in this Saturday and we can watch Alf and plan out our bike trek like men, sound good?”
 
                 I nodded.  I was fit to bust with the amount of Bromance that was taking place, even with Jeff sitting on his bed watching like a little blonde gooseberry.
 
                 “That’s aces Doug.  You got to do one thing for me though.”
 
                 “Name it!”
 
                 “You’ve got to go downstairs and say sorry to your mum.  That joke isn’t the kind of thing you tell ladies and now there’s bits of cup and tea everywhere and that ain’t cool.”
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   WE LAY ON the couch after a hard day’s work, like those men who built the skyline of New York City – me with my banana milkshake, Ronan draining down a cold beer with his feet outstretched in front of him.  We’d spent a hot morning and afternoon in front of the house sanding off the rust on a neglected Chopper.  Paulie had come by and tried to tempt me off on an adventure into the forest.
 
                 “Some hobo has stashed a load of old coins in a bean can supposedly.” he offered.
 
                 But it didn’t work and after a few minutes he was off to track down Sixty-Six.
 
                 The handlebars were looking buff now.  Clean, shining, you could clutch them in your hands with a real sense of pride.  It was just the rest of the bike that needed a fixing.
 
                 “You’ll sleep tonight Doug, right?” toasted Ronan.
 
                 “My arms are wrecked.”
 
                 “That’s a good day’s work on them, that’s what that is.”
 
                 Alf had reached the end credit roll and I hoped Ronan hadn’t noticed.  I liked his company.
 
                 “My dad says that’s a proper job, working with your hands.”
 
                 “What does he do?” he asked before he’d grab it back “That’s right, he’s in movies.  You interested in going into movies when you stretch up Doug?”
 
                 “Nah, I like drawing and I like books but Dad says it’s all artsy-fartsy shite and to leave it to the puffters.”
 
                 “And what do you think?”
 
                 He’d stumped me.  I hadn’t considered the old man’s mantra to be flawed.
 
                 “I don’t know.”
 
                 “Well what would you rather do, would you prefer to work in a shop and get paid for it or would you prefer to be a writer or an artist and make money doing that?”
 
                 “You can make money writing?”
 
                 “Not everyone, but some people.  Sometimes you get lucky, sometimes you’re just good but even if you don’t if it’s something you love doing then where’s the harm?”
 
                 “What would I write about?”
 
                 “What does anyone write about?” Ronan drained off his beer and disappeared to get another.  He came back with a tattered old book and dropped it in my lap.
 
                 “You read that, you take your time with it and when you’re done you tell me if writing is artsy-fartsy shite that should be left to anybody.”
 
                 My chest pounded, I had never been given such a wonderful present.  I read the cover over and over.  I wanted to take it home and place it on a shelf and look at it, imagine what it contained, imagine the change it would trigger within me.  I nodded and thanked Ronan before supping down my milkshake and heading home.
 
                 After dinner I went to my room while Mum, Tara and Jeff sat in the living room watching TV.  I climbed into bed and pulled out Ronan’s book and began to read:
 
                 Chapter One
 
                 One night I was sitting on the bed in my hotel room on Bunker Hill…
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   THAT SUNDAY the police came calling on every house in the district.  A lot of the husbands were taken away in vans and our house was tossed.  Soldiers in steel-toe capped boots ripped every hanger from every closet, tossed every soft furnishing, smashed every piece of crockery.  Mum sat on the couch boiling over, muttering “bastards” under her breath every time they sullied our home.  A blonde soldier kicked Bosco in the ribs making him yelp; enough was e-fuckin-nough for the old lady.  She sprang from the floral three seater and straight into action marching right up into the face of the British squaddy.  She would have stared harmless into his chest but he stooped to eyeball here.
 
                 “You’re a filthy heartless bastard do you know that?” she had that tone that didn’t wait for the answer. “How would you fucking like it if I kicked you, you cunt!”
 
                 He looked around him and smirked before replying “Sit the fuck down love, before you regret it.”
 
                 “Oh I won’t regret anything.” she said throwing a boot into the soldier’s happy sack.
 
                 He went to ground like any other bloke, his body armour a little too north to be of any use.  The others were on her in a flash and she was dragged away by the hair while Jeff cried, Tara screamed her name and I spat at them and yelled for them to get the fuck out of my house.  We all had to go sleep at Beth’s house that night and the following day we were sent to school with a dirty uniform.
 
    
 
   My relationship with Fiona was complex.  Outside of school she had begun to speak to me on some matters but within those gates she was a stranger.  I’d pass in the corridor and her name would taste bitter on my tongue as I knew any utterance of it would fall on deaf ears echoed in the giggles of her sisterhood that never seemed to be away from her side.
 
                 Sixty-Six and Richard were playing football with the older kids as I sat by the side of the pitch reading my book.  I could see a lot of Fiona in it and it only served to drive me wild for her.  Three boys from my year had just been taught how to masturbate and were sitting side-by-side smacking out their inaugural cream chuck while watching the girls play with their skipping ropes.  The main character of my book smoked, I was giving serious consideration to taking the habit up.  The smell of it had sickened me and it still made me think of Copperfield’s more often than not but those issues aside I was giving it some real consideration.  My ninth birthday was around the corner, it would bring the obligatory presents and a serious awakening.  I would know for sure why I wanted Fiona and what I desperately wanted to do with her when I got her.  I was becoming a man and in becoming a man was saying goodbye to reason and informed decision making.  They should ring a large brass bell to signal the last clear thought created by the brain before all conscious reasoning and planning migrates below the leather equator.
 
                 The Maxwell twins pulled up on both sides of me; their grey skirts riding up.  The smooth white silk of thigh pressing against the cheaply made, school recommended, trouser.  They itched like a bastard but the school preferred to keep their choices cheap so all families could afford to dress their kids.  Cathy and Chrissie Maxwell were part of Fiona’s girl-herd.  They always stared at me whether I attempted to say hello or not.
 
                 “I hear you’re having a birthday.” I think it was Cathy that said this but who can tell with fucking twins?
 
                 “So.” I said, my nose firmly planted in my book.
 
                 “So are we invited?” Chrissie asked.
 
                 “Why would you want to come to my birthday?”
 
                 “You invited Fiona, do you like her or something?”
 
                 “What’s it to you Maxwell?”
 
                 “Do you not like us or something?” asked the other one.
 
                 “I don’t know.  Do you want to come?”
 
                 “Fiona said she wasn’t going to go to your party anyway because your mum’s a jailbird and she didn’t want the army coming to her door.”
 
                 It stung.  I couldn’t bring myself to look up at their faces but I could tell they were smiling.
 
                 “Fiona doesn’t like you anyway, she says things about you.  We were just surprised that you’d invite her and not us.”
 
                 “What stuff does she say?”
 
                 “Does it annoy you?”
 
                 “Are you going to cry?”
 
                 “Wise the fuck up would you.” I said slamming my book shut and getting to my feet.
 
                 I marched across the middle of the playground, the football rushed into my path and I hoofed it towards the tree line with all the power I could swing through my left pin and continued on.  Fiona saw me coming, rolled her eyes and turned to walk away but I started running and caught up with her.
 
   “What have you been saying about me?”
 
                 “Seriously Doug, not now, go away you’re embarrassing me.”
 
                 “Hey dickhead go get our ball!” came a voice from behind me.
 
                 “Why do you have to be such a fucking bitch all the time?”
 
                 “Don’t you talk to my sister like that!” now Richard was getting involved.
 
                 A human log jam was building up around me.
 
                 “Take it back!” demanded Richard.
 
                 “Doug just go, do you see what you’ve started?”
 
                 “Dickhead, go get our fucking ball!”
 
                 Richard shoved me knocking my book from my hands, I dug deep and came up with a resounding swing and caught his nose before turning round to the kid that stood behind me.
 
                 “Who the fuck are you calling dickhead you wanker?!” he was much bigger than he sounded and he beat me where I stood.
 
                 Soon Richard was laying in a boot or two too.  The commotion had attracted the attention of several teachers who raced over and clawed the two boys off my back.  As I got to my feet I threw a punch to the tall kid’s beanbag putting him on the ground and leading to me being dragged away by my shirt collar with my book covered in blood.
 
    
 
   Beth got covered in sick as Jeff blew his stack on a bumpy road between North and West Belfast.  When we pulled up outside the house Mum was there waiting on us.  Tara had gotten into a similar scrap with a girl in her class which resulted in two of the Morgan kids sitting in the principle’s office waiting for their aunt to bail them out.  We both thought Mum would be pissed at us but she smiled through the bruises and kissed all three of us on the heads before directing her sister to a change of clothes in her closet.
 
                 We phoned take-out for dinner that night and ate like we were on the run camped out on the floor in front of the TV.  Mum sat us down after dinner, she held her ribs like they belonged to a sick bird.
 
                 “I appreciate you two sticking up for me, family should stand up for one another but that’s the end of it ok?” she had us both nodding with her then she stared through us.
 
                 “Why were those men here?” Tara asked.
 
                 “They were searching the whole neighbourhood, but they had no right to do what they did to our home, and they had no right to kick our dog, and I probably shouldn’t have hit that soldier.  If anyone says anything to either of you from now on I want you to tell a teacher, let them sort it out.  Don’t be getting yourself into trouble, you only get one name and there’s no point shaming it for a mouthy little piss-ant.”
 
                 She’d kiss us on the head, say how she ate already and gingerly climb the stairs to her bedroom.
 
                 That night Ronan came calling, he had black ink smudged all over his fingers and a fat lip.  I was out front reading the book he had given me but hide it quickly when I saw him so he wouldn’t see the blood from my nose that had dashed across it.              
 
                 “How’re you finding it?”
 
                 I nodded “I’ve only just started really.”
 
                 “But you like it enough?”
 
                 “Yeah.  I really like it, I like the way he sees things.”
 
                 “Yeah he’s definitely a distinct look on life.  You want to work on the bike?”
 
                 I tucked the book into my back pocket as I got to my feet, my ribs were sore too, my back hurt and my eyes had blackened up but other than that I felt pretty good about myself though I’d ruin another school photograph.
 
                 The night grew dark in colour so we worked under torchlight and supped tea to keep the air at bay.  Ronan ran the gears through once as we replaced the rusted brown chain with a newer one and oiled it up to get her running smooth.
 
                 “So have you changed your mind on art?”
 
                 “What?” I wasn’t entirely sure what he was talking about.
 
                 “When you said it was artsy-fartsy shite have you changed your mind on it?”
 
                 “I like art.  I like books too, that was my dad’s idea is all.  Did that guy make a lot of money from his writing?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  I guess he did ok, I mean you’re reading his book over fifty years after he wrote it so someone’s doing ok by it right?”
 
                 “I guess.”
 
                 “Well if you like that one I’ve more of his so let me know when you’re finished.”
 
                 I felt sick.  Ronan would be expecting his book back and though it was far from a presentable condition when he had given it to me in a few days of being in my possession it had been kicked about St. Kieran’s Primary School and caked in my nose blood.  What chance did it stand making it through the entire read?  I didn’t want to tell him, I didn’t want him thinking less of me but I didn’t want to lie to him.  Dad had made us lie to Mum about our weekend trips into town and it made me feel like this, exactly like this.
 
                 “Ronan.” I said tentatively.
 
                 “That’s the name Doug.”
 
                 “Say something happened to your book, would that piss you off much?”
 
                 “It’s not my book anymore son, I gave it to you.”
 
                 I caught the smile just as it was about to explode all over my face and bit down on my lower lip.  I liked Ronan, the man had style, he called me son, he was aces.  We flipped the bike back up on to its wheels, the tires were almost bare but that was the next step, after that all we’d have to do was tidy up the saddle and everything would be ready.  Ronan hopped on and spun round in a circle peddling fast then slowing down and snaking left, then right, then left, then right.  He seemed happy with the work done.  The bike was looking beautiful; she was a real classy ride.  Hopping off he wheeled it round the back of the house and locked it up in his garden shed.
 
                 “How’s your mum?” he asked, sparking up a cigarette.
 
                 “She’s ok, she’s gone to bed.  Her side seems sore.”
 
                 “She had any dinner yet?”
 
                 “She said she ate earlier.”
 
                 He seemed to consider this. “Come in with me, I want you to bring something home with you.”
 
                 Ronan’s wife was all smiles, she was pretty, though not a patch on Paulie’s mum.  His kids watched me awkwardly as though I would lay down roots and force their father to divide his love three ways.  I tried not to notice as I stood by the island in the middle of their kitchen.  Ronan gathered up a little something from the oven, a little something from the fridge and pulled it all together on to a plate and stuck it in some Tupperware.
 
                 “Take this over to your mum, if she’s resting up she’ll appreciate you bringing her dinner in bed and she might not hurt so bad in the morning.”
 
                 I walked home carefully.  I had looked into the Tupperware and there was some chicken and mash floating in a small pool of gravy.  I tried to make sure it stayed in the middle of the fine China.  I laid everything out on a tray with a can of Coca-Cola and a knife and fork.  Tara tried to manage the project but I pushed her away.
 
                 “I want to help.” she insisted.
 
                 “Then shut the fuck up and open the door.”
 
                 “I’m telling Mum you swore.”
 
                 “Just fuck up and open it.”
 
                 Tara held open the kitchen door for me and I climbed the stairs towards Mum’s bedroom.  Soon I had my own entourage as first Tara shadowed me and then Jeff clambered up after, both of them trying to shoehorn themselves into the scene for a third of the credit of something they had nothing to do with; bloody typical.  As I set the tray down on the empty side of the double bed Mum opened her green eyes and pointed them at us, a sly smile escaping.
 
                 “And what’s all this then?” she asked.
 
                 “Your dinner’s ready, eat up or no dessert.” I mimicked.
 
                 Tara had put our uniforms in the wash while Mum was upstairs resting so by the time she came down there was nothing she could do about the fact that my white shirt was now a Prince Adam shade of pink and three sizes too small for me.
 
                 “I can’t wear this!” I yelled “I’ll look like a princess!”
 
                 Tara raged in the background at how badly received her helping hand was.  The following morning Mum packed us off to school in our own clothes and a note for our teachers.  They’d nod their heads understandingly and everyone in class would be visibly shocked at the idea of not being in uniform but little else changed.  Fiona still ignored me, only this time I was ignoring her too.  I hadn’t seen her outside of school the previous day because of the fight with her brother.
 
                 I sat in the canteen eating what passed for food in the Belfast Educational and Library Board’s understanding of dietary requirements and read my book.  He had started frequenting a diner and was chasing a Mexican girl who waitressed there but he was treating her badly.  I wondered if this was how it was done, how you’re supposed to go about getting a girl interested in you.  I was too young to have that talk with Jack and didn’t feel my relationship with Ronan was quite there yet.  I worked around the chopped carrots, they never got them right.  Suddenly there was a shadow over me and then I took a slap to the face that stung and brought my attention out of Bunker Hill long enough to see the older kid who I had smacked in the junk the day before.
 
                 “When you’re done with your lunch dickhead I’m going to trash you.” he growled.
 
                 “Piss off, or at least take a step back, your breath smells like pigeon shit.”
 
                 He went for me but a teacher intervened.  I went back to eating what the school called lunch and I considered torture and reading my book.  It was my book now.  Then Richard appeared.  He sat down across from me and I was waiting for the same sort of threat.  His would hurt more, I liked Richard and I didn’t want to fight him.  I didn’t want him to beat me up and I certainly didn’t want to beat him because that would lead to his sister hating more than she sometimes already did.
 
                 “You need any help with that ball bag Doug?” he said, his voice soft and warm.
 
                 I looked at him shocked, it took a few moments for my mind to be sure I had heard the words in the order I did.
 
                 “Help?  With him?”
 
                 “I’m sorry I pushed you yesterday, and I’m sorry I hit you too but you hit me first and you were being a dick to my sister but she said to me I should come over and make friends again and stop that cock jockey from ass stomping you so if you need help just say and we’ll fuck his shit up together.”
 
                 “Yeah,” I said wide-eyed, my heart racing “I’m sorry too mate.  I didn’t mean, I mean I’m sorry I hit you and I didn’t mean to be a dick to Fiona, those two bitches she hangs around with said she said something about my mum…”
 
                 “Fiona wouldn’t do that, she likes you.  We’re both coming to your birthday at the weekend right?”
 
                 I nodded, I tried to breathe to stop myself from passing out but when I looked across the sickly lit canteen all I could see was Fiona watching us, watching me, ignoring the chattering gums of those two twits and eyeballing me.  She had a look on her face that made me think of those weathered magazines in the forest.  Richard left and I returned to my book though the words seemed to move every time I tried to soak them up.  I looked over again, Fiona was no longer watching but that didn’t matter, not anymore.  She had been, she had been watching me talking to her brother and god knows how long before that.  It was going to be a weekend to remember.
 
                 On the way home from school the tall kid came after me and tried starting something but Richard grabbed him, raised him up over his head and dumped him down on to the grass by the side of the road rubbing the kids face in dog shit.  He’d run off screaming how he was going to go blind and we all laughed at him.  Fiona walked along beside me and I tried to pay attention to what she was saying and block out the shit that Sixty-Six was whispering in my other ear.  Fucking little cock-blocker.
 
                 I floated through the door of our three bedroom house in Poleglass happy.  The world was coming together just right, Fiona was one step closer, I had set my mind on becoming a writer though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was going to work on and Ronan was a pretty solid friend.  Mum sat on the edge of the couch in the living room smoking a cigarette.  Her face hung from her skull, her hand shaking droplets of ash on to the carpet.  A voice boomed from the blind spot by the television set.
 
                 “Hello son, why don’t you come here and say hello to your dad?”
 
                 He stood squared in the shoulder, his hair had a little more salt in it, his face a little more weathered with a few more lines to map springing out from the corners of his eyes and nose but it was him alright.  Jack Morgan had come home.
 
    
 
   10
 
   MUM SQUIRMED over dinner, Dad sat at the head of the table with a real shit eating grin tattooed across his face and commented “how wonderful it is to be back with my family”.  He looked along the line of children, exhibits A to C of his existence and heirs to the twisted throne of his corrupt genetics.  What chance did any of us stand?  Tara smiled earnestly.
 
                 “We’ve missed you Daddy.” she added.
 
                 “I should think you have princess, what about you Douglas?”
 
                 I shrugged my shoulders and could feel the pleading stare of the old lady.
 
                 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
                 I wanted to tell him I hadn’t missed him at all.  That he’d left me hanging without a role model, without a father and he’d been replaced so his services were no longer needed and if he would kindly fuck off and stop monopolising the conversation I could get down to business and tell Mum all about my day.  But it came out I’ve missed you too, can we go to Leisure World on Saturday?  He looked me up and down surveying the sincerity of the statement, fired a glance towards his wife and shoved a fork full of tangled spaghetti into his large gub.
 
                 That evening I lay on my bed reading, the old man appeared at the door and I caught sight of him out of the corner of my eye.  I pretended not to notice, I pretended he wasn’t there harder and more determined than all the times before when I pretended he was.  He’d invite himself in regardless and took up a point on the edge of the bed.
 
                 “What are you reading?” he asked.
 
                 My reply was a book.  It was too straight for him because he’d snatch it from between my hands to study it.  I fought the urge to hit him and take it back.
 
                 “D’you know how rude it is to read while someone’s talking to you?”
 
                 “I was reading before you were talking.”
 
                 “What was that?”
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “So what is this book anyway?” he asked, flipping it between hands.
 
   
  
 

              “It’s about a guy who’s a writer and he falls in love with this waitress.” I felt myself getting excited about the connection that was blossoming.  It was a spark too early.
 
                 “You reading about love Douglas?  You’re reading fucking love stories like some faggot or little girl.  You should be reading books about adventures, or war.  Who gave you this piece of shit?”
 
                 “It’s not a piece of shit it’s good, it’s better than anything you’ve read.”
 
                 The slap stunned me before it turned the house silent and my face red.
 
                 “You’ve a mouth on you these days son, I don’t know who’s been teaching you this shit but it stops now!”
 
                 He left the room with my book tucked under his arm.  That night when he fell asleep in front of the TV with a beer in his hand I would toss the house looking for it.  Mum grabbed both my arms as the search became frantic with each dead end.  She knelt before me in the kitchen in front of the heavily packed cupboard that sat under the stairs.
 
                 “Douglas, calm down son.  You can’t take your book back.  If your dad finds out you’ve got it again…look I’ll buy you a new book ok?”
 
                 “I don’t want a new book, I want that one.”
 
                 “You tell me the name of it and I’ll get you that book, a brand new copy for your birthday I promise.”
 
                 “He’s a real fucking asshole isn’t he Mum?”
 
                 “Ok I’ll give you that one but we’re going to talk about where you picked up that tongue of yours.”
 
    
 
   The following night came and I still hadn’t got my book back, though I had given up the search in order to insure it wasn’t ripped to pieces by the old man.  The TV blasted some alien programme.  This wasn’t one of our shows, we had an evening routine and Jack was stomping it out and re-establishing his own.  I stood at the kitchen sink on top of a chair.  I’d taken a bottle of beer from the fridge and removed the lid dumping half of it down the drain before topping it up with bleach and patting the lid back down.  I’d climb down from my chair and slip the beer back into the fridge alongside the rest of his real children and go back to my room.  Tara and Jeff sat lovingly by his side, I shot them a fuck-you glare before climbing the stairs.
 
                 Mum had an old Remington portable from her office pool days she kept at the bottom of her wardrobe.  I’d catch her looking at it longingly the odd night when bills were high and morale low.  Thinking of the life lost then immediately feeling guilty for wishing her young away.  I dragged the typer out from the wardrobe and lugged it to my room.  Jeff had scattered a bunch of broken toys across the chest of drawers – which was the only piece of communal property in our warzone of a bedroom.  He was quickly earning the nickname of Iron-Hands as anything he touched instantly dissolved, shattered, or simply magically stopped working.  Mum had replaced the Saturday morning routine of shovelling the old man out of bed and forcing him out of the house to having a face-to-face with Jeff.
 
                 “Who broke the vase Jeff?”
 
                 “I don’t know Mummy.”
 
                 “Did you touch it?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “And how about honestly?  Did you honestly not touch it?”
 
                 “I held it for a bit.”
 
                 “And did you break it?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Iron-Hands strikes again!”
 
                 With one sweep of the arm I cleared the surface of the Gone with the Wind-like battlefield of broken and scarred He-Man figures setting the Remington pride of place.  If the old man was to take my book I’d simply have to write my own, all I needed was paper…and an idea.
 
                 At school the tall kid avoided me like I had the plague.  Word had gotten around and some of the less creative kids had christened him Shit-Face.  I was pushing for the nickname Nugget (as in shit nugget) or even Caramel as I appreciated the subtly and figured it would be a nickname that would stick – like Sixty-Six but I was overruled and Shit-Face stuck; at least for Primary School.  At a point after assembly I complained of a stomach ache and was sent to the Nurse’s office.  I stopped at the supply closet on the way and found it open and empty.  One of the older boys claimed he caught two of the female teachers naked in there once.  I liked the idea of sharing the same area as them, standing on the same spot as they did and the forest came to mind.  Under the bottom shelf sat boxes of blank white paper.  I didn’t figure it stealing, they had more than enough to see them through the rest of the school year and I needed only a little of it.  Loading up my school bag I’d report to the Nurse telling her I had vomited in class – lie.
 
                 “Oh my!” she’d exclaim “Well we had better get your parents here to collect you.”
 
                 “Mr. O’Neill has already called my mum.”
 
                 “Where is she picking you up?”
 
                 “At the gate.”
 
                 “Ok…on you go then, get well soon.”
 
                 I’d never realised how easy it was to get myself out of school.  All those years, all those classes, all those stupid kids caged up in those classrooms, walls covered in poor excuses for paintings, all trapped until 3PM.  The next time I’d liberate Fiona.  The next time I would take her with me but today I had work to do.
 
                 When I got home the house was empty.  Mum kept a key inside a birdhouse that hung from the porch and I used it to let myself in.  It would be hours before she was back, it would be hours after that before the old man came back from a fresh day of busking.  I raced straight upstairs.  I was hungry, my stomach was in knots but I didn’t want to disturb anything.  If this project was going to work it needed absolutely secrecy.  Nobody could know I had left school to become a writer at the tender age of nine.  I slipped in and rolled round the first crisp sheet of paper.  It looked back at me mockingly, dove shit white and defiant.   I had only been a writer for a couple of minutes and I was already experiencing my first fit of writer’s block.  It took most writers years to get there, I was ahead of my time.  After minutes of pacing I sat down and tentatively spoilt the page with my first few clicks.  I was committed to the first word, which narrowed down the possible choices for the second word, which further narrowed the third; the fourth would almost write itself as would the fifth, sixth and seventh and before I would know it I would have my first line.  That opening sentence that would trap a reader the way One night I was sitting on the bed in my hotel room on Bunker Hill had trapped me.  I had figured my main character as a Dan and wrote him as such, he’d be a lot like me.  
 
                 Chapter One
 
                 I didn’t have a choice when my dad left, I didn’t have a choice when he returned either…
 
                 I wrote for hours, I wrote until the page came to an end, only stopping to reload and get underway again.  Eventually I heard the front door go and my index fingers stopped millimetres from their destinations.  I’d have to hold that thought for a day, maybe more.  Slipping the typer off the chest of drawers I tucked it under the bed to protect it against Iron-Hands and climbed out the bedroom window sliding down the drainpipe to the backyard.  It was only noon, I had hours to kill before I could legitimately breeze through the door with my made-up day.  I headed towards the forest and the ancient skin magazines, with any luck I’d have a chance to practice my masturbating.
 
    
 
   Dinner was another tense affair.  The old man had cleaned up busking but emptied most of it down his neck in a fit of celebration, now he sat swaying from side-to-side in his seat at the head of the table chewing over his dinner in his cement mixer of a mouth and supping down a beer.  I no longer remembered which one was the bleach beer but Mum didn’t drink so I no longer cared.  After dinner I’d make a pass at trying to get my book back from him pleading Dad can I have my book back now?  I’ve been really good and it’s my birthday soon.
 
                 “I’ll get you a proper book boy, you wait and see.”
 
                 “But I want that book Dad.”
 
                 “What’s so important about that fucking book?”
 
                 “It tells it like it is, I want to be able to do that.”
 
                 “You want to what?”
 
                 “I want to be a writer, and I want to be able to tell it like it is.”
 
                 “I thought you were going to be an architect?  Architect is a good job boy, a real job.  I thought I told you before about all this artsy-fartsy shite.  You want to be a writer?  You want to be a puffter, do you boy?”
 
                 I didn’t have an answer.  My heart sank at the thought of never getting my book back.
 
                 “Look boy, you’re only ever going to end up piss poor and no good to nobody if you live with your head in the fucking clouds.  Knuckle down, get yourself a real job and stop with all this artsy bollocks.”
 
                 I hated him at that moment but I smiled and offered to fetch him another beer.
 
                 Then I was in the bathroom changing my shirt.  Jeff had somehow managed to break a pen I was using and which I only noticed had crumbled in his touch when a blue sticky patch spread across my chest.  I stood bare-chested in front of the mirror and dropped the shirt into the laundry basket when I saw a streak of brown looking up at me and knew from the shape that it was my book, my beloved.  I grabbed it and jammed it into my back pocket and rushed to the bedroom.  Tearing through the chest of drawers I liberated a perfectly folded white shirt with little sailboats on it from the orderly mass grave of garments and threw it on.  It was still early enough to leave the house, early enough to make certain the safety of my book.  I slide down the banister and raced through the living room, Dad was supping down another beer.  It wouldn’t be long now.
 
                 “I’m going to call for Sixty-Six for a bit.”
 
                 “Don’t stay out all night!” Mum requested.
 
                 I nodded and fled to the forest.
 
                 The forest had a small brook that babbled along in the middle of it.  Sixty-Six had used it to wash his feet the time he lost his shoes.  There was, what looked like, a rabbit hole to the right of it where the land sloped up towards a denser tree line.  I wrapped my book in a blue plastic bag I found and hid it inside the hole; safe from the old man.  He had taken my bookmark from the pages but I didn’t mind.  I’d find my place in the story again.
 
                 When I got back to Laurelbank the street had erupted.  Dad was in the middle of the cul-de-sac screaming his head off, Mum’s old typer and my manuscript in pieces at the front of the house.  He saw me and I stood perfectly still as he charged towards me.
 
                 “You little bastard!” he roared as Ronan stepped in front of me, taking the verbal bullets the old man was spraying indiscriminately.
 
                 “Back off there buddy!”
 
                 “Get out of my way, I’m going to discipline that little piss-ant.  He’ll know better than defy me the next time!”
 
                 “No, you won’t!”
 
                 “Defy who?” I added indignantly.
 
                 “Back off Douglas.” Ronan instructed.
 
                 “Get out of my fucking way ginger before I put the hurt on you!”
 
                 Dad swung that shovel hand wildly, I feared for Ronan but the man had some mad skills and before Jack could figure out what exactly happened he was up-ended slammed on to the ground that previously sat firmly below his feet and had his left arm bent halfway round his balloon knot.  Ronan knelt down on top of him making the old man wince and I saw the first crack in his armour.
 
                 “Now,” Ronan started calmly “over the last while I’ve gotten to know your wife, and your children, especially this young one and he’s a good kid.  I think he could turn out to be a fine young man but not with the likes of you dumping off your own baggage on his little shoulders.  I’ve had plenty of words with Ruth about the state of your marriage and though I wouldn’t wish to comment on another man’s relationship I think I can say that your sudden appearance here was a shock to all under her roof.  I’m going to let you up now and I’d appreciate your best behaviour as an example to the children.”
 
                 A crowd had gathered, and it wasn’t just children.
 
                 Ronan released Dad’s arm and the old man tentatively clambered to his feet before pulling his shoulders back and making himself as big as possible, more for Ronan this time than Mum.
 
                 “Whatever you’ve got going on here Jack is your business but when you trash a friend’s house, when you hit a friend of mine and threaten another you make it my business.”
 
                 “You watch your back ginger, you hear me?!”
 
                 He turned to Mum.  My attention drifted there too and I realised that her little left eye was closing over and I flashed red.  If he wasn’t going to drink that beer I’d kill him my-fuckin-self.  Ronan telegraphed my charge and wrapped a wing around me pulling me in close.  Dad took a step towards her, she took a step back and then she said it.
 
                 “I want you out Jack.  I got away from you once before but I’m not leaving here, get out of my house and don’t ever come back.  You come back and I’ll cut your fucking head off!”
 
                 “Don’t threaten me Ruth!” he barked.
 
                 “Everything ok, Ruth?” asked Ronan.
 
                 “Just fine Ron, Jack was just leaving weren’t you Jack?!”
 
                 The family Morgan sat in Ronan’s living room while Dad packed up his few belongings.  I watched from the window as he set his banjo and small bag of clothes by the front door and for some reason hoped that he didn’t head to the fridge to clean us out of beer.  I didn’t understand the man but I felt sorry for what he’d become.  Ronan’s place felt like home.  Tara and Jeff asked permission for everything here but I had spent night after night drinking cold milkshakes and watching Alf and discussing adult things like life, the world, and our place in it.
 
                 Mum pulled up alongside me and watched for signs of the cloud moving on from our three bedroom end terrace.  She’d rub the crown of my head and place her arm on my shoulder.  In a few more years I’d shoot up and tower over the little lady but at that moment she could still lean on me.
 
                 “You ok kid?” she quizzed.
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “Your dad read me what you wrote.”
 
                 The room was so silent I imagined everyone being able to hear my heart pound with trepidation.
 
                 “You want to talk about it?”
 
                 I shook my head and watched as Jack stepped outside and threw his banjo over his shoulder.  My mouth went dry, my tongue swelled.
 
                 “I’m sorry son.”
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “It’s your birthday soon, do you know what you’d like yet?”
 
   11
 
   SATURDAY WAS aces.  The sun shone like a September summer do-over.  My mum and a few of her friends had catered the bash and everyone was there.  I showed Fiona my brand new typewriter that Mum had raced out to buy when she realised the direction her son was heading.  She had been stocking up on art supplies for weeks beforehand.  Fiona seemed impressed that I was a writer now and more so when I promised to write something especially for her.  Paulie had turned up with his mum in-tow and I did my best to keep her away from Fiona.  Fiona was beautiful in my eyes, but Paulie’s mum was the perfect woman, curvy, sensual, a real Fuck Machine like Richard would say.  I watched her longingly as her hips snaked up the steps to the backdoor and into the house.  I wonder if it was too late to return the typer and get an evening with her instead.  I watched that perfectly shaped ass bob around and cause a stirring down below.
 
                 “Happy birthday pig fucker!” Paulie handed me a crudely wrapped gift.
 
                 I went to open the present but was immediately shut down by his dirty hand coming down on top of mine.
 
                 “Not here,” he whispered “open it later, when you’re alone…and remember who your best friend is.”
 
                 “Cheers cock boy, have you seen my typewriter?”
 
                 “Sweet!” he exclaimed, immediately running to it and typing ball bag over and over again “What the fuck are you going to need this for?  You getting a receptionist job or something?”
 
                 “Doug’s a writer Paulie.” added Fiona.
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “I am yeah, Paulie.”
 
                 “So you write stories about your cock right?”
 
                 “Immature!” Fiona announced before walking off towards those Maxwell twins who had somehow managed to shanghai an invite.
 
                 “So is she your girlfriend now then?” Paulie asked, still typing words like wanker and fuck-hole.
 
                 “I don’t know, maybe.”
 
                 “You fucked her yet?”
 
                 “I’m too busy trying to fuck your ma, would you like me to be your new da?”
 
                 “You’d need to learn how to drive, other than that I don’t care.”
 
                 I stirred again.  I had never said it aloud before and now I did I wanted it more than anything.
 
                 “Let’s go get something to eat before Tara and her roller friends scoff it all.” I said dragging him away from my typer.
 
                 Ronan arrived with his two girls.  I hadn’t ever really interacted with them but they were welcome because they were with him.  He handed me a box wrapped in red paper with a gold bow on top.
 
                 “All we had in the house was Christmas wrapping paper for some reason.”
 
                 “That’s ok.”
 
                 I tore it and popped the box open with my little fingers.  Three more books, all from the same author and all mine.  I was fit to burst.  It was turning out to be the best birthday ever.  That evening I walked Fiona home even though Richard was with us.  When I got back to the house Ronan was out on the porch fixing up the saddle on our newly restored Chopper.  He’d retrieved the gold bow from the bin and stuck it on the handlebars, smiling as he saw me.
 
                 “Hope you don’t mind but I figured I’d get her up to riding for you coming back.”
 
                 “Sweet!” I yelled, sprinting at it.
 
                 “What do you think about the bow?  Too much?  Too girlie?”
 
                 “Maybe just the right amount of girlie,” I quipped “I’m sure I can pull it off.”
 
                 Ronan laughed, patting me on the back.
 
                 “I’m sure you can, you want to learn to ride this thing?”
 
                 I climbed on, throwing my right leg over and locking myself into position.  We’d been working on the bike for yonks, I had almost forgotten that I would eventually have to tame the thing but I was confident I could do it.  I turned my nose up at the idea of training wheels.  Training wheels were for little girls, for inexperienced childer, I was a man.  I had built a bike for Christ’s sake.  I could do this.  I’d seen people ride bikes, small children who didn’t know one end of a spoke from another.  I could do this.  I pushed off and wobbled across the street, my feet hovering just above the ground as I rolled from the momentum of my initial push.  I turned her handlebars as I reached the other side of the cul-de-sac and turned back on myself.  Ronan stood by the front door and was now joined by Mum and Tara.
 
                 I pushed off again and wobbled back towards the house.
 
                 “Use your feet this time buddy,” Ronan advised “you won’t wobble so much.”
 
                 “Do you want me to show him how to do it?” Tara asked.
 
                 “No darling, let him do his thing.” Mum stated before tossing me a wink.
 
                 I turned the bike again and sucked it up.  My stomach was turning over, I didn’t want to make an idiot out of myself by falling over but I was in danger of doing it anyway by not learning right so I pulled my feet up on to the pedals pushed off and started peddling.  I was wobbly at first but as I caught some speed I straightened out and soon I was flying.  I shot out of Laurelbank like I had stolen something.  I rode out of sight and in the wind could hear the cheers coming from home.  I rode past Sixty-Six’s house, I rode past the shops, I rode around the school before cycling home.  I hadn’t tried stopping yet, that was probably harder than it looked but it was something I’d deal with when I needed to.  The sense of freedom was unlike anything ever.  I felt great.  I felt happy. 
 
    
 
    
 
   12
 
   A NEW FAMILY moved into the neighbourhood.  I didn’t know the ones who moved out so it didn’t bother me.  The dad wore leather a lot and rode a motorcycle; he had legs like bodybuilder’s arms and was covered in ink.  The son was maybe fifteen and already shaving daily; the daughter was a year older than me but had shot into womanhood like she was propelled from a god-damn cannon; hips and ass and a budding chest that caught my attention and made me wonder why all the other girls in the neighbourhood my age didn’t look like that.  Her name was Karen, she had soft eyes and a beautiful neck and always smelt like flowers but she was tough; not so girly-girl.
 
                 Within a couple of weeks Karen was running with our little crew and even though Paulie liked to think himself the leader she’d tease our torques with hugs and heavy pets to get the results she wanted.  There was no doubt about it, in the days post sexual awakening Karen Barlow was the Alpha of our group and there wasn’t a voice of dissention.              
 
    
 
   One afternoon I was sitting on the porch reading my book, Karen was sprawled out beside me; her vest top promising the slightest glimpse of sweater meat that I would intermittently check in on.  The kids were out in force running in packs, teasing in swarms, a freckly little mop topped kid jumped on Teresa’s back while the rest of them yelled Teresa Dirty Ditties!  I was about to smirk when Karen leapt to her feet and marched out into the middle of the street.
 
                 “You little fuck nuggets want to start some shit?!  Leave her the fuck alone or I’ll bury my foot in your hole!”
 
                 I watched in awe.  She was like a warrior, a beautiful but deadly animal.  The kids scattered into the tried and tested dispersal pattern and she returned to the porch, face red with passion.  As she lay down again I strained into my book desperately trying not to steal a peak or get caught which was more to the point.
 
                 Karen went to a different school but all the talk at mine was of her.  Sixty-Six had witnessed her amazing-ness down by the brook when, after an afternoon of climbing trees and building outposts, she pawed through the antique jug mags with us.  None of us knew why it was better when a girl was looking, it just was.  Her presence in Laurelbank made Fiona make more of an effort.  I caught her looking over at lunch and during class, she’d whisper to her little gang of polished pre-teens and they’d look my way and stare.  The only problem with Karen was the fighting.  For some reason she would end most weekends scrapping with Ronan’s two daughters.  It left me sandwiched in the middle of two warring families and led to many a day when I’d have to make myself Switzerland, not to mention invisible, in order to prevent being drawn into the matter and having to pick sides.
 
                 It was February and the ground was hard as hell.  Ronan had arranged to take me camping at the end of the month whenever the temperature picked up and the terrain softened.  I’d never been camping, the thought of pitching out under the night sky and heating your food in a tin on a fire you made was magical.  It was the work of real men.
 
                 Mum had given me my pocket money early that week, as requested.  I’d rode my Chopper up to the shop and bought a Valentine’s Day card which I would then spend nights staring at, willing the perfect sentiment on to its intimidating white interior.  I practiced on some spare scraps of paper that hadn’t made the cut of my literary works.  The internal turmoil was exhausting.  I finally settled on something romantic but not committal…not soppy, strong.  The following day in school I could feel the card burn white hot in my backpack, I looked for the opportunity to get Fiona alone but those identical spectres stuck to her side like dog shit to a shoe.  I sat behind her after lunch intentionally.  It wasn’t my usual spot but I needed access to her school bag without her knowing.  Knocking my pen off the desk I went under, out of sight from the teacher and reached across thumbing the bag towards me.  I eventually had it close enough to slip the card inside, I wanted to see her open it but I’d make due with her getting it away from the prying eyes of those two little bitches.  I bumped my head as I returned to my seat but otherwise I was prepared to declare Mission Accomplished until I heard a voice, one of their voices, I wasn’t sure which.
 
                 “Miss!  Miss!  Doug just did something to Fiona’s bag Miss!” snitched a twin.
 
                 “No I didn’t!”
 
                 “Miss, check her bag Miss.” contributed the other one.
 
                 “How about you fuck up!” I suggested.
 
                 “Language Douglas!” yelled the teacher “Now Fiona, why don’t you open your bag?”
 
                 Fiona reached for her bag, giving me the filthiest, mistrustful stare I’d ever seen and I prayed for the zipper to stick, for the bag to refuse to open but it didn’t.  It was more than happy to give me up.  Fiona stood in the middle of the class, all eyes on her holding a white envelope while everyone cheered and laughed and the two of us grew redder and redder.
 
                 “Did you put a Valentine’s card in Fiona’s bag?” roared a twin.
 
                 “Screw you twin!”
 
                 “Ok, everyone quiet down.” instructed the teacher and the class returned to a degree of order but I could still hear them.
 
                 They were all chittering and gossiping and laughing and whispering and I could feel my face burn and the hatred beam from the back of her beautiful little head.  On the way out of class she dumped the card into the bin and stormed towards the exit.  Somehow the word had spread; it felt as though every kid in school knew about it.  The younger ones laughed and pointed their stumpy little fingers at me, the older ones just shook their head like I was some stupid fucking cuckold.  Even the fat kids, who all huddled together for safety laughed at me.  A specky kid with nostril cake pasted round his top lip like a disgusting moustache stood before me pointing his dirty little finger and roared with laughter.  I grabbed him and shoved him to the ground before filling his mouth with grass and mud from the school lawn, topping it all off by punching him in the face.  What chance did I stand?
 
                 “That goes for the rest of you dickheads too.” I warned.
 
                 Fiona barged past me without even making eye contact; the twins began the staring – always fucking staring.  The steam went out of me and I was glad it was almost the weekend.
 
                 Paulie would call to the house to attempt to cheer me up in his own particular way.  I was stretched out on top of my bed reading, Jeff played with what was left of my Batman toys on the floor in front of the chest of drawer when Mum called up “Douglas!  Your friend Paul is here!”
 
                 “Send him up!” I yelled and she did.
 
                 He came into the room all smiles; I didn’t want to hear it.  I had listened to it all the way home from school and I could only imagine the amount of children who were telling their parents about it over dinner and laughing, laughing while they choked down their dry chicken suppers in their stupid little houses in the middle of their boring streets.  He’d crash down on the bed next to me.
 
                 “Well, you really got your dick in a jam didn’t you?”
 
                 “It was just a fucking card is all.”
 
                 “So what you love her or something?”
 
                 “It was just a card Paulie.”
 
                 “I was talking to Richard.”
 
                 That got my attention, and I lowered the book.
 
                 “Oh yeah?”
 
                 “He says Fiona is really annoyed with you, he says she doesn’t want to see you again, he says…”
 
                 “Cheers Paulie I get it.  You want to go play football?”
 
                 “I’m going to play a match with Richard.”
 
                 “Cool, let me get my boots.” I said, springing up.
 
                 “Fiona’s going too.  You probably shouldn’t bother to be honest mate.”
 
                 “That’s awfully fucking cosy, have fun Paulie.”
 
                 “Don’t be like that Doug.”
 
                 “Fuck off to Richard and find out how I should be then.”
 
    
 
   I’d camp out like a leper on the porch the following day after school.  The Maxwell’s would call to Fiona’s door and I’d flip them the bird as they glared over and whispered.  I wished the money house was still standing.  I’d drag them both down there by the hair and give them over to the naked old hobo for him to do what he wanted to them.  Fiona was ignoring me but I didn’t care anymore, I felt more embarrassed about my own behaviour than hurt by hers and decided there and then she could go and take a fucking jump off a bridge for all I cared.  Paulie and Richard past too, they both nodded their “hellos” and were polite enough but neither of them asked after me or my availability that evening.  Even Ronan was busy.  He held the door open to the passenger seat of his car for his wife to climb in before firing me a wink and a smile.  He was dressed up in a suit, she was in a dress and they both looked aces.  I was about to call it a night and retire to an evening in front of the typer when Karen strolled across the street and pulled up next to me.  I smelt flowers.
 
                 “So I hear that Fiona girl threw a Valentine’s card you gave her in the bin.” she could be blunt.
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “That must be shitty right?”
 
                 “I guess.”
 
                 “Not as shitty as not getting one though.”
 
                 “I didn’t get one.”
 
                 “I was talking about me.” she said
 
                 “Oh.”
 
                 “So how come you send her one and not me?  Do you not like me or something?”
 
                 “I didn’t think you’d like one.  I didn’t know we sent cards to people we climbed trees with.”
 
                 “Well you can if you want.”
 
                 “Just don’t tell Paulie or Sixty.  I don’t want them feeling hurt when they end up with nothing to open.”
 
                 She laughed and it made my heart swell.
 
                 “Well maybe you get me one and maybe you don’t, no worries either way,” she said “but just so you know I’ll be getting you one.”
 
                 She left on that note and I knew I needed to go upstairs but it wasn’t to thrash something out on the typer.
 
                 That night I watched it from Mum’s bedroom window.  Ronan had come home to a crying set of daughters, they had been out playing in the street and Karen had taken this opportunity to fire the next shot in an escalating war between the two families.  She’d tell me later that Ronan’s kids were laughing at me, at my Valentine’s screw-up and that she was defending my honour – be still my beating loins.
 
                 The two men stood in the street nose-to-nose spitting fury and snarling at one another in the way pit bulls in dog fights do before their asshole owners let them off the leash.  Karen’s biker dad pushed Ronan back before firing a tsunami of insults about what he was going to do if he ever stuck his ginger fucking nose in his business again.  Ronan stood his ground swearing back as good as he got.  When he upended Jack he had been cool, controlled but this was a different man.  I hadn’t ever seen Ronan like this before, this angry, this familiar.  The wives would enter the warzone and pour cold water on their threats, shepherding them both back to their corners and ultimately indoors.  I spent a lot of evenings in my mum’s room.  We didn’t have a lot of money and Tara’s after school hobbies, Jeff’s dental requirements and my general existence was eating away at what little we did have.  I had half an idea to counterfeit the money we did have so Mum could have more of it.  I sat on the edge of her bed one night for hours studying the details of the paper money.  I figured between drawing, tracing and the typewriter I’d be able to come up with something that would help her out but it never worked.
 
    
 
   February was easing early so Ronan appeared before expected with a tent under his arm.  He was all smiles and it made me happy that he enjoyed spending so much time with a kid whose own dad didn’t.
 
                 “I’m going to lend you this, it looks like we could probably go camping next weekend so you’re going to need to know how to put it up.  You ok for practicing in your backyard?”
 
                 “Absolutely!” I said eagerly “What about you?”
 
                 “Well I don’t need to practice, I know how to do it.”
 
                 “So why do I have to learn?”
 
                 “Because real men know how to camp, so work hard or you’ll be sleeping with the bears.”
 
                 I nodded and placed the tent in the downstairs toilet which sat by the back door.  Ronan settled himself in for Alf, Mum brought us both sandwiches.
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   ALL WEEK that god-damn tent tested my patience but I got the little fucker up in the end and it was the sweetest of victories.  Over dinner I plagued Mum to let me sleep in it that week so I could get used to the great outdoors.
 
                 “Christ Douglas, no means no.” she said between bites.
 
                 “Oh c’mon Mum it’s not like I’m sleeping far I’ll be right outside my own window, please.”
 
                 “No.  Not while you’ve got school, you can’t be getting up freezing in the morning having hardly slept and then having to go into school sick and tired, you’ve been in enough trouble in that place recently and this isn’t going to make them any easier on you.”
 
                 “So what about Friday night then?  Can I sleep in it Friday night?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “But that’s horseshit, you just said…”
 
                 “Language!”
 
                 “Sorry.  What’s the difference between me sleeping in it Friday and sleeping in it next Saturday?”
 
                 “Next Saturday Ronan will be in it and he’ll be able to look after you.  Any maniac could do god knows what to you sleeping in a bloody tent alone in the back yard.”
 
                 Her argument was shit but parents’ arguments were usually shit, they always won because they were bigger than you and had Because I said so to fall back on.  We’ll all grow up and at some point we’ll have kids and at that point our arguments will turn to shit too and we’ll be forced to rely on Because I said so in order to win.  It was all shit.
 
    
 
   That Saturday I lay in the tent.  The sun had come out, Belfast had an Indian (late) summer or an early spring maybe and I sucked on the stick of my lollipop I had just finished as though it was a cigarette.  My books had taken over; everything looked the same as before, it was me that was different.  I was interpreting it all through a new set of peepers.  I closed my eyes and could feel the heat against my face; I was on the cusp of manhood – I could tell.  Paulie and Richard and that lot talked a good game but they didn’t know their asses from a hole in the ground.  I was reading the world as it was and had pulled ahead because of it.
 
                 A shadow crossed my face making me come back from my daydream to find Karen on all fours hunched over me, her mousey brown hair curling into her soft beautiful eyes.
 
                 “Thinking about me?” she asked.
 
                 “I do that in the evenings.”
 
                 “Interesting.  So my dad said we might be moving again.”
 
                 Her confession hit me square in the gut.  The closer you get to folk the more likely they are to do that to you.
 
                 “Well that sucks, where the fuck you moving to?”
 
                 “Don’t know.  I might not even go, I might just hide out here in your tent.  You can come out in the evenings and feed me.”
 
                 “Or we could run away, maybe get our own place.” I suggested.  It made her smile.
 
                 “I like that.  Sooo!” she proclaimed, tucking her hair back. “I wanted to come over because I found something belonging to my dad that I thought you might like since you’re always talking about taking up smoking and all.”
 
                 “Oh yeah?  And what’s that then?  Is it a pipe like Popeye?”
 
                 She pulled from behind her ear a cigarette but it was different to my mum’s.  It was handmade for one and it didn’t have any writing on it.  I was about to ask how we’d light it when she produced a book of matches from some bar in town and tore one off.  She stuck the cigarette in her mouth and struck the head of the brown stick down the side of the book sparking it into life.  She touched it to the paper and inhaled bringing it to life.  It smelt different to my mum’s cigarettes, sweeter.  After a few hits Karen passed it to me.
 
                 “You have to hold it in your mouth when you breathe it in.”
 
                 She’d watched her folks carefully.  I followed her instructions to the last full stop.  I took a hit that cut my throat and made me want to turn myself inside out with coughing but I hung on to it for all it was worth.  I kept my mouth sealed and my lungs full before slowly letting the air out.  It didn’t taste anything like how I had imagined.  I took another hit while staring wildly into Karen’s smiling eyes before passing it back to her.  My head began to feel faint and it was as though my skull was filled with ideas I’d never considered before.  I lay back to stop myself falling off the side of the planet and after another drag Karen did too.  She held my hand as our very souls danced in the smoke inside the well baked tent.
 
                 “I want to experience the world with you.” she said.
 
                 I nodded unsure as to what she meant.  I wasn’t sure if it had been moments or minutes since I last said anything, I knew that my understanding of time was no longer reliable.  Maybe it was time itself that had changed things up and we were all taking the brunt of it.
 
                 “I want to see your penis.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Show me it.”
 
                 “You show me yours.” I haggled.
 
                 “I don’t have a penis.”
 
                 “You know what I mean, no need to get smart.  I’ll show you mind if you show me yours.”
 
                 She undid the brass buttons of her jeans and slipped out of them with ease before removing her underwear.  I followed suit like a loyal soldier.
 
                 “Can I touch it?” she asked.
 
                 I nodded; my heart was racing as her fingers made contact.
 
                 “I want you to do something to me.” she said straining to maintain eye contact.
 
                 “Like what?”
 
                 “Surprise me.”
 
                 Paulie’s birthday present was the first thing to come to mind.  He’d stolen a load of dirty magazines from his dad’s new house and had gift wrapped one just for me.  One page had a man with his face buried in a woman’s panty peach.  I took a shot and tried that.
 
                 When I finally staggered inside the house for dinner Mum could smell it on me, she told me so.  I wasn’t entirely sure what it was, she made no differentiation between the cigarette and Karen’s scent, that I could tell was still on my face, but she could smell it and she charged at me like I’d never seen before.  I ducked out of her way and made a beeline for the stairs and safe passage but she caught me by the back of my tee shirt and brought the palm of her hand down on my ass, again, and again, and again, and it continued.  She was fixed on breaking me for sure as each slap landed within millimetres of the previous one.  It took real skill to hit that hard with that level of consistency.  I would have marvelled at it if it hadn’t been me on the other end of it.
 
                 “You little shit!  You want to disgrace me?  You can go and live with your fucking father!” slap, slap, slap “You disrespect me like that!  You little fuck!”
 
                 Eventually she gave up, whether she took pity on the crying child who was flopping around uncoordinated in her arms or whether she just got tired or bored with beating me I’m still not too sure but it wouldn’t be the last time I’d pay a high price for a bit of cooze.
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   I WAS STILL grounded for smoking a blunt and going down on Karen in a tent in my backyard but school was a little easier.  The older kids looked at me with respect; even the PE teacher had a smile on his face when he saw me.  It made up for a home life I was suffering through.  Tara and Jeff had freedom to roam but I was kept on a tight leash.  I wasn’t allowed out, I wasn’t allowed anywhere near Karen and to top it all off Mum had cancelled my camping trip with Ronan.  She’d tell him I have no idea what to do with the boy he’d have my back saying “This was bound to happen eventually Ruth, you just figure they’d be at college and…”
 
                 “Not nine-fucking-years-old!” finishing his thought.
 
                 “Exactly.  Well if you need me to talk to the kid.”
 
                 “If I knew what was to be said I’d take you up on it, thanks Ron.”
 
                 I watched from the bottom stair as Ronan left, tent tucked under his arm.  Mum saw me watching and marched out of the room in protest of my presence.  I’d stray as far as the front door but didn’t dare step foot out on to the porch.  I was barely sitting right and the price of the porch was too fucking high.  Ronan’s eldest daughter Chloe ran to him, her face red, her eyes filled with tears and her mouth emitting a sound one step down from an air-raid siren.  She’d point and my eyes would follow the path of her finger right back to that house next door and Karen who stood on her porch, hands on hips and as good as I remembered.  It amazed me how she wasn’t grounded, was she really that untouchable?  Ronan’s eyes followed too and he stormed across the street yelling at what I guess was my girlfriend.
 
                 “You little bitch!  I’ve warned you about this!”
 
                 Her dad raced out, pushing her to one side.  His arms looked pumped up like they had recently been filled with air.  His white vest showcased years of body art rolled out across his chest and arms.  As he reached Ronan he threw a punch and connected with jaw sending Ronan to the ground but not for long.  Ronan got straight up and connected with two shots of his own and soon the men were toe-to-toe again.  Karen’s dad disappeared back into his house, Ronan pointed towards his own home sending Chloe inside and was about to follow when a shard of light passed across his throat spilling the contents of his body down the front of his shirt.  His pale hands desperately clutching at his throat as though he was trying to convince the red to stay inside.  He gargled something as a compromised voice-box struggled against his new physiology before failing to make a sound greater than that of a sick swan.  Chloe screamed and ran inside her house; the cul-de-sac that seemed to flirt with rural and urban life equally had never felt so empty.  I wanted to run to him, to help my dad but I couldn’t.  I wanted to run inside and phone for help, to call out, to get my mum to do something – surely Mum could make it better…but I didn’t.  I simply watched as the life force oozed from the man I loved like family; as it found uncharted paths to a nearby drain or pooled below him.  Pouring out like spilt milk, as the red got darker his face got lighter.  The panic left his eyes and was replaced by a stillness that couldn’t be natural.  His wife would rush to his side, sirens and flashing lights would appear in the distance, drawing closer at a speed that would never be good enough and still the red advanced.  Mum dragged me inside the house, the police would be looking for witnesses and she wanted to protect me at all costs.  
 
   I sat by the window for an hour, staring out beyond the disapprovingly worried glances of my mum, beyond the police tape and resting in the dark motionless pools of black of the once smiling Ronan.  The police would do their job, the paramedics and photographers would leave, the street would be washed twice.  First by those employed to do so, then by nature.
 
   They’d pick up Karen and her family trying to get a boat out of Dublin.  I’d never see her again and the price just got higher.
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   MY BOOKS lay unchecked.  I couldn’t bring myself to read them anymore, the typer lay silent too.  So much for it all, so long everything you’d dared to dream.  I watched as the neighbourhood slowly turned to shit.  Nobody wanted to buy Karen’s house so they boarded it up which only attracted drug addicts.  Ronan’s wife sold cheap and got her kids out of there, I watched from her bedroom window as Mum hugged them all before waving them off.  Mum spent evenings on the phone talking to her sister Ruby in Wolverhampton and all the while making plans to move us all there but it didn’t happen and it was almost Summer again only now I had no-one.
 
                 One day Mum came to my door in tears, I couldn’t imagine what else could have happened to have crushed my mother.  She was tougher than most.  She took a seat on the corner of my bed, I remembered when Ronan sat there and then I forced myself to forget again.
 
                 “Son, I’ve something I need to tell you.” her voice was odd, it was unsure and I didn’t like it.
 
                 “What wrong?  Are you ok?”
 
                 “I am son, I’m fine but it’s your friend Malachy.”
 
                 “What’s the gimp up to now?”
 
                 He’d been coming down from his house to call for me.  Mum had seen his old lady out and about and the two had hatched a plan for Sixty-Six to come down and cheer my broken ass up but on the way down he’d somehow managed to trip over his own foot and fall out in front of traffic.  I simply nodded and rolled over in my bed to face the wall.  The tears sat so thick in my eyes they weren’t able to even roll.
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   WE MOVED HOUSE not long after that and I went to school at an all boys school, something which I was not pleased about and made sure I let everyone know.  It was a sausage-fest of epic proportions and everyone there hated me for pointing it out.  I was in class; I got a tap on the shoulder from a boy with a real round face, fat as a meatball.
 
                 “Martin Stewart said he’s going to kick your fuck in after school.” said the kid.
 
                 “Martin Stewart can eat a dick, tell him to go fuck himself.”
 
                 The teacher overheard and I was sent to the principle’s office for the second time in one week at the school.
 
                 His office was dark, serious, there didn’t seem to be any joy in it at all.  He lent forward, his bald head catching light from the blinded window behind him.
 
                 “So you’re the little smart ass from Poleglass.”
 
                 I wanted to point out he sounded like Dr. Seuss but bit my lip and remembered the warning the old lady gave me.
 
                 “I don’t mean to be.”
 
                 “You’ve got a mouth on you so I hear.”
 
                 “Doesn’t everybody?”
 
                 “Don’t get short with me.”
 
                 “Look it’s not my fault I’m here, my mum dragged me here.  She dumped me in this school and I’ve got these pricks in my class telling me they’re going to beat me up after school.  You want me to sit there and say nothing?  Maybe take a pounding?”
 
                 He wrote frantically before handing me over a slip.
 
                 “You’ve got detention, two days Mr. Morgan.”
 
                 “Well this should stop me from getting beat up, much appreciated sir.”
 
                 I only had two years in that school.  I was lucky to see them through thanks to a kid from my class who looted a bottle of vodka from his old man’s liquor cabinet only for us to get caught drinking it under the table in the middle of Maths class.  It tasted stronger than it looked but it wasn’t necessarily unpleasant.  When I got home Mum was waiting for me with the belt in her hand.  I remembered her war face from the last time; I was older but still couldn’t give her the slip.
 
                 “Drinking!  Drinking!!” she screamed “You little bastard, I ought to kill you!  I won’t be living through that shite again, do you hear me?!” smack, smack, smack.
 
                 I dropped down into a ball in the corner of the kitchen and waited it out as she beat at me with my own god-damn belt.  It stung like thunder and she was as skilled with it as she was with the hand but she’d tire and as long as I stayed compact I’d make it out of it with all my teeth intact.
 
                 That week we had to attend a meeting with the principle and the school counsellor.  They sat across from me and the old lady and read through the report of my behaviour.  I had gone from top of the class to rebel without a clue in one change of postcode.
 
                 “Mr. Morgan,” began the principle, I waited for the rhyme “you haven’t been with us very long but in the short time you have I’ve found your behaviour to be absolutely unacceptable.  I understand your younger brother is also attending St. David’s and is fitting in well.  I wondered whether a new start in another school might be the best thing for you.  Your mother has spoken with me and Mrs. Olive on several occasions this week and has assured us that this recent spell of yours is completely out of character and your school transcripts support what your mother says.  On this occasion and this occasion only we are prepared to work with you on this matter and attempt to give you the best start in life.  You have the Eleven-Plus examinations coming up, you have Secondary school, GCSEs and the rest of your life ahead of you but this is your only second chance at St. David’s Mr. Morgan.  Do not let your mother down sir.”
 
                 I could have shit myself I relaxed so quickly.  I was certain expulsion and another trip to the woodshed was on my horizon but Dr. Seuss had done me a bona-fide solid and I was beginning to like the egg-headed old guy.
 
                 “Please take a seat in the reception area Mr. Morgan, we’d both like a moment or two to converse with your mother.”
 
                 I looked to her “Get outside now Douglas.  Not one toe out of line!”
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   IT WAS EGG SHELLS from there on in.  Anyone so much as farted in assembly and they looked to me.  I had to make Mother Theresa look like a cheap tart so I kept my head down and my mouth buttoned.  Mum had threatened some time with your father in order for me to see the road I was on and all the ghastly stops I’d have to look forward to along the way.  I fought it hard.  Jack’s last cameo appearance in our lives was enough for me to be sure that whatever I was growing up to become it wasn’t him, but what chance did I stand?  
 
                 Eventually the idea took root.  I hadn’t seen the old man in years, I’d felt bad for him on occasion, we all had each other and though I was still figuring out why that was a good thing at least I knew it was a good thing.  What did he have?
 
                 I convinced Mum to let me stop over with him for Christmas one year.  I came down to a trashed Scaletrix set and Jack sleeping it off under the tree – my grotesque present.  We’d try it again under supervision with a twenty-something case worker who was going through his own sexual identity crisis, like we didn’t have enough to deal with.  
 
                 “If you’ve got a stick of salami then you’re not a vegetarian.” the old man would say whenever the kid checked in on us.
 
                 The next time the old drunk would stand me up like some fugly blind date that the friends doing the match making would call homely and natural looking.  I’d sit in the icy blue room with its plain walls, safety covers in the plug sockets and that incredibly loud plastic clock ticking at me for over an hour.  My mum sat just beyond the door to the left of me, out of sight and quietly fuming as a social worker sat patiently awaiting the father that simply wasn’t coming.  Ronan’s death hadn’t been what triggered it; the desire for a father had been lying dormant under the surface of my skin for as long as consciousness swam through me.  His life had awoken it; his death had purely magnified what I was missing.  Ronan had been a replacement for the dad Jack Morgan could never be, yet trying to reconnect with Jack would fill the hole that Ronan’s untimely and brutal death had caused.  As a child, whose logic also accepts Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, it was a good idea at the time.
 
                 I could read the dread and acceptance in equal measurements on my poor Mum’s face.  Ronan made me want my own dad, regardless of how piss poor he was, no matter how unreliable and banged up he was – he was my Papa and I was stupid enough to believe that he’d be happy enough to see me, that it would change him instantly, like a foul-mouthed Disney tale.  She never told me how stupid I was and she never held it against me, God bless her.  She swallowed hard, tossed aside the stinging ingratitude of her eldest son and knowing all that was to come let me make my own mistakes.
 
                 The old man had stood me up.  Mum explained how it wasn’t my fault, how he was ill…of sorts and that his illness made him very selfish and difficult to be around but that he loved me, she was sure of that – she was lying, as sure as she was that he was really looking forward to seeing me again.  The drive to the office just outside of Lisburn was a nervous one, Ronan’s dead pools stared at me when I closed mine and life was becoming more complicated, less certain, there was simply too many emotions being thrown forward and they were demanding to be dealt with and all by a boy who wanted nothing more than to build a tree house with a patriarch.
 
                 There was no waiting this time, Jack had got there early.  He must not have slept long, his eyes hung low and deep in his skull and he’d had a busy night as I smelt the thick, warm day glow of an Irish whiskey on his graying chin but he was there.  Mum almost wet herself when she saw him, when he said her name.  She left once the social worker arrived – he would sit silent, motionless in the corner of the room.  It was just me and my dad.  He had brought along a blue plastic bag full of things he thought I might like.  Years later I’d know that this was probably the same plastic bag that housed his hooch the night before as he stumbled home drunk from the off license but that morning it carried action figures and comic books.  He had listened when he was told about my interests, Batman paraphernalia was the key to this boy’s heart and he had picked the lock before we could even sit down.
 
                 He was older than Mum, physically not by many years but his true love had worn him out faster, rode him harder than even he was able to accept.  His hair though still entirely there was now a mix of black, grey and white.  His two day stubble prickled at each hug and was speckled with black, grey, white and tell-tale tabs of ginger – the Irish signature.  The colour was long washed from his cheeks which themselves had seen better, fuller days.  Even his hands looked small and fragile as the weight lost from years of drinking had picked clean most of the good meat that was left on the bone.  He was a shadow of the man that once intimidated us out of our home, a shell of a human being, a fragment of a father.
 
                 “So the social worker tells me you’re a United man Doug.” he said with a level of fondness he had been practicing.
 
                 “Yeah.” I replied reluctantly, unsure of his allegiances.
 
                 “They’ve not done much in years, what makes you support them?”
 
                 “I watched them with Ronan.”
 
                 “Who’s Ronan?”
 
                 “You remember Ronan, he lived across the street.” side-stepping the fact he was the guy who had schooled him.
 
                 “Do you know who George Best is?”
 
                 “Yeah.” I bragged, proud of my historic knowledge.
 
                 “I saw him play once, did you know that?”
 
                 I shook my head, I was becoming slowly amazed by the number of facial qualities we shared…though I didn’t know how to express this.
 
                 “Have you ever been to a football match son?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Would you like to go see a match?”
 
                 I smiled.  It was enough of an answer as a tear leapt from the old man’s eye.
 
                 “Can I take you?” he blurted before the tears took hold of him sending his voice up to the gods.
 
                 I climbed out of my seat and fearlessly approached the former assailant and wrapped my arms around the weathered old bastard as best I could.  He delayed but only for a moment and then he hugged me back.
 
                 The drive home must have been hard for Mum.  I was full of the joys of discovery and bragging.  Bragging and blowing hot air of all the things me and my dad were going to do together, all the football matches and fishing trips and days at the zoo and the tree houses and parks and all the other shit I had jealously watched and secretly coveted from other kids I knew.  She simply smiled, she seemed pleased for me.  She had even allowed Jack to write to me when he pulled a low down dirty trick and asked her in front of me, knowing all too well that she couldn’t say no…not to me.  We wrote to one another constantly during the month between visits.  I told him about my friend Joe and his pet tortoise and the fact that I was going to be like Arnold Schwarzenegger and live in Hollywood when I grew up.  He told me to listen to my mum and always do my homework the second I got home so I could have time to myself after dinner and that he would teach me how to play the banjo.  No, that he would teach me to be the best banjo player in Ireland.  Our next meeting I didn’t see him, I’d sit in the room for twenty minutes before Mum would come in – barely hiding her lack of composure and shepherd me out the side door.  I’d overhear later how Jack had turned up late, drunk and demanding to be able to take me with him.  The fifth visit he stood me up again and then the letters stopped.
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   1
 
   IF YOU GO into any bar in Belfast, any bar in Northern Ireland, any bar on the Koala island of Ireland you’ll either bump into or overhear the story of a promising footballer who could have had trials for Manchester United but through bad luck, poor decision making or the unexpected baby bump had the gladiatorial world of competitive sport stolen away from them but they’re all bullshit artists.  The fact of the matter is we were all there once.  You swap out football for whatever the person’s passion is and there you have it, someone too shit scared to follow their dreams.  My secondary school was filled with people like that and that was just the teaching alumni.  Scared and bitter borderline whiskey-heads who were intent on choking off the dreams of the young the way theirs were snuffed out all those decades before.
 
                 I wasn’t a bad footballer, I wasn’t great but I had skill and I had pace, my major problem was my inability to take orders.  “Fucking head strong” was what Mum called it; she was the same – we can smell our own.  I never tried out for the school team, largely because I never wanted to fail, the same went for writing.  My love affair with the written word had become even more secretive than it already was – to the point where even I didn’t know it existed anymore.  By the age of fourteen my beloved typer made its way down the line and within a week was broken beyond repair.  
 
                 “Oooh fucking Iron-Hands strikes again!”
 
                 Smoking had become my new hobby.  I was rooting around in boxes at the back of the built-in wardrobe that sat in my room in our house on the Oldpark Road for somewhere to hide my cigarettes so that Mum, or Tara, or Jeff or the hundreds of other people that seemed to pass through our house on a daily basis wouldn’t find them when I came across them again.  My books…Ronan’s books.  I took them out for old time’s sake.
 
                 Chapter One
 
                 One night last September my brother phoned from San Elmo to report that Mama and Papa were again talking about divorce.
 
                 That was all it took.  I was hooked all over again; his words were my sweetest addiction.  I lay on the my bed not caring who discovered me and I smoked cigarette after cigarette and I read and I played with the serious idea of taking up wine.  I knew a few kids at school whose dad’s were winos.  It was frowned upon.  Even amongst alcoholics there was a pecking order; it went whiskey, beer, wine – you were supposed to be able to handle your wine.  It would take more thought on my part before I settled on a tipple of choice.
 
                 My school was a two mile walk from the house.  In the first few years it was a bully minefield, one of my friends would throw himself into a duck pond to stop them from beating on him then just head home.  He spent half the school year in his living room eating ice cream and watching old episodes of BJ and the Bear; they left me alone an account of how tall and wide in the shoulders I was.  
 
   I stood smoking a cigarette by the side of the pitch during PE class and read my book.  Our PE teacher didn’t go in for the rounded physical experience it was football when he was slightly hung-over and running laps when he was really busted.  That day was one of his better days.  Our class was an odd number meaning he’d opt to play too in order to make up the numbers or at least that’s what he’d tell us but this was his way of beating down on the fragile spirit of youth the way his was beaten down.
 
                 “Morgan!” he barked from mid-field “Put that fucking book down and get in the game.”
 
                 I’d tuck it back into my bag and run on to the pitch.  The ball came straight to me; I trapped it, spun on it and went to move it across field in order to spread out the opposing team when I was floored with a two-footed tackle.  It was high, dangerous as fuck too and coming from that two hundred and seventy-five pound grown man.  It almost broke my leg but only almost and I limped it off quickly enough.  I ran the left flank, I’d cut in and drew my marker out of the game; got the ball, played it out of feet quickly before getting it back on the edge of the penalty box and was immediately muscled off it by that sunglass wearing dump-truck.  I picked myself up off the grass, his blonde mop of hair had fallen down over his stressed brow to reveal where he was losing the war against male patterned baldness; his blackout glasses hiding what was surely two blood-shot piss-holes in the pale snow of his face.  I left my position and began tracking him, keeping in tight with Mr. Peacock, ninety minutes of legal bullying from him for the past two years, once-a-shitting-week.  He had his coming to him.  The ball came high to him, he controlled it with his chest and went to take it down but I was on him.  I came through the air smashing shoulder first into the side of him as the ball sprang free and he ate the green.  Taking it down on the knee I’d volley it forward before he’d come charging up to me, shoulders squared, head down.
 
                 “You dirty little fucker!” 
 
                 “Me dirty?  You’re the one going two-fuckin-footed all over the fucking place!”
 
                 “Don’t you talk back to me!”
 
                 “Or what?!”
 
                 He’d square up to me, my leg was still throbbing but I refused to back down.  A smile broke across his face and he’d pat me on the shoulder.
 
                 “You need to try out, we could do with a holding midfielder.”
 
                 “I kinda like doing my own thing.”
 
                 “Think about it.”
 
                 “I’ll think about it while I’m skinning your ass all over the pitch.”
 
                 “Bring it you little turd.”
 
                 We’d retreat to our positions and I’d watch as Peacock would drift towards someone else he was able to muscle around.  He’d never admit it but I always got the impression he was pleased with the kickings I took from him and the ones I dished back his way.  Other teachers were less enamoured with my independent streak.
 
    
 
   My form teacher sent a register with an appointed head boy to make sure we all attended every class.  That head boy usually alternated between two or three little brown-nosers who they deemed trustworthy.  I don’t know whether it hadn’t been thought of before or simply was never trialled but one day I told them to give it to me.
 
                 “What for?”
 
                 “I want to see it for a moment, gimme it.”
 
                 Patrick handed it over, his thin bony fingers reluctantly releasing Walker’s list.  I scanned it momentarily as though I was looking for some clue to one of the school’s hidden mysteries before tearing it up into twenty pieces and raining them down into the bin.
 
                 “Why’d you do that?” Paddy asked, borrowing Walker’s attitude.
 
                 “Because Patrick I need to go somewhere and I can’t be expected to get away with it when you’ve got that snitches list.”
 
                 I left the period before lunch, grabbed myself a fresh pack of smokes and walked towards Belfast Zoo where I’d sit surrounded with nature, suck down tar and read.  The following day I’d learn that word spread about the missing list and by the last class of the day all that was left to participate in French Language were Walker’s prim little band of brothers.  She’d sit me down in a battered form class.  What little light the room caught was kept at bay by the metal mesh on the windows that gave the school the general cosiness of a medium security prison.
 
                 “You took the class register yesterday.” she stated.
 
                 “Did I?”
 
                 “You know you did.”
 
                 “Says who?”
 
                 “Says me.”
 
                 “So you were there to witness this theft then, correct?”
 
                 “I’m not getting into this with you, report to the Head Master’s office.”
 
                 I went to leave but she wasn’t done with me.
 
                 “I’m very tired of you Douglas, you’ll see shortly how much of pain in the ass I can be if you keep it up.”
 
                 The Head Master’s office was a small detached bungalow to the rear of the school just past a beaten down old path.  It had an Irish name that meant “comfortable place” and always had a peat fire burning in the living room which sat as a makeshift waiting room.  I’d never been sent to his office before, it was nice, comfortable and as warm as a senior’s nursing home in the middle of summer.  I kept my book tucked into my back pocket at all times; it afforded me stolen moments with it when I was at a loose end.  My head would ascend from the page as his door opened and the five foot goblin-like frame of Harold O’Reilly appeared quickly accompanied by a tall brunette.  She towered over him by a foot with a figure I’d only ever seen linked to the arm of Roger Rabbit; she wore denim with the knees frayed and a leather jacket over a white shirt that betrayed the slightest hint of a patterned bra.
 
                 “It was a pleasure meeting with you Dani, we’re all very much looking forward to you starting with us.” Harold said shaking her hand trying his best not to drool over himself.
 
                 She’d return the compliment and he’d notice my presence.
 
                 “Miss McCormack this is Douglas Morgan.”
 
                 “Pleasure to meet you Douglas.”
 
                 I stood and shook her hand, I could feel the Head watching me and this time it was my turn to try not to drool as I got lost in her beautiful smile.
 
                 “Pleasure is all mine.”
 
                 “Douglas here is one of a more interesting students, I’m sure you will have plenty of encounters with him once you get started.”
 
                 “Looking forward to it,” she added “and again Mr. O’Reilly thank you for the opportunity.”
 
                 She’d glide out of the Comfortable Place, a wave of testosterone sweeping out behind her.  We’d both watch uncaring of what the other one thought.  Eventually he’d bring me in and sit me down across his large oak desk.  Harold would sink into his high back chair and interlock his fingers in front of himself.
 
                 “Would you like a drink?” he asked, pointing to the brandy decanter.
 
                 “I’m fine.”
 
                 “A little early for you, huh?” he’d say getting to his feet to pour himself one.
 
                 “I’m fourteen, sir.”
 
                 “Bollocks,” was his opinion of that statement “I was out of school and working as a man at thirteen Morgan, you kids today…”
 
                 “With our protection laws and anti child labour acts.” I added.
 
                 “You see it’s remarks like that which does you no favours and explains why Walker hates your guts.”
 
                 “I wasn’t too sure it had gotten to the gut hating stage yet, thanks for that sir.”
 
                 “Yup, hates them.  And you still have three years here to go.”
 
                 “What can I say I’m an overachiever.”
 
                 “That could be true,” he dropped back into his chair “so what’s brought you here then son?”
 
                 “She seems to think I took the registry sheet.”
 
                 “What would make her think a thing like that?”
 
                 “Because I took the registry sheet.”
 
                 “And why would you do a thing like that?”
 
                 “Because I didn’t want to have to suffer through another history class where Jim Collins showed us a video, or a French class where nobody shuts up long enough for me to hear what was going on.  Look Harry, can I call you Harry?”
 
                 “You can call me sir or Mr. O’Reilly.”
 
                 “Walker thinks I’m a thick kid, she thinks I’m here to kick around until I’m sixteen and then leave to break my ass pounding nails into the snow…”
 
                 “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”
 
                 “Fucking Ay…but that’s not me.  The reason I left was because I’m sick of getting stiffed with a piss-poor education.  I don’t see the point watching a documentary on the Nazi invasion of Poland especially when I watched it when it was originally aired.  I don’t really care about conversational French but I care a little more than knowing who Tommy McLean’s mum’s grinding on these days…FYI it’s some cat from the pool hall named Hank.  I want to learn and I can’t learn in these fucking classes with these kids.”
 
                 “Well that’s certainly an answer.”
 
                 “So will you tell Walker to climb down from my ass?”
 
                 “No.  She’s likely to crawl up mine.  You made this bed sunshine, it’s all yours to fucking lie in it but I’ll have a look at the classes, see if we can’t shake something up.”
 
                 “Do you mind if I smoke in here?”
 
                 “Only if I can have one.” he said.
 
                 We’d enjoy a cigarette together, it would be the first of many and I was welcome back down to the Comfortable Place to hang out as long as no teachers were around to bust my balls.
 
                 For the rest of that year I towed the line and went to every class but I had broken the dam when it came to the registry list.  It was getting boosted almost every day and Walker always gave me the shit for it.
 
                 “So we have no register from yesterday, you know what that means don’t you Mr. Morgan?”
 
                 “Do I win something Walker?”
 
                 “It’s Mrs. Walker and yes you do.  Come on up to claim your free detention.”
 
                 “Don’t suppose I could opt out?”
 
                 “Come get it now please.”
 
                 The class would clap as she handed it to me.  On the way back to my desk a kid with a scar the shape of a Zippo lighter on his forehead called Gerry told me he thought I was a wanker and that he was going to get me one day outside of school.  He promised a lot of kids this demise, one or two took him at his word so much that they either moved class or left and went to another school entirely but I knew he was full of shit.  I had no idea if I could beat him, mainly because I’d never seen him in a fair fight.  He was always slapping down kids half his size or younger than him.  I was the same height as him but I was broader and would be able to take and give back bigger wallops than he’d ever encountered.  A part of him knew this and though every once and a while he’d promise to knock my fuck in he never stepped up to see if he could do it.
 
    
 
   I spent a lot of hours after school in Walker’s eternal detention hell.  The teachers would take it in turns to supervise it; every once and a while I’d get one of the younger teachers who didn’t like Walker and who, like me, thought she looked like a spiteful little rat and they’d spot me a cigarette and walk me down to the gates twenty minutes before they should have.  But a lot of the times I had to suck it up for the full hour and on the days Walker sat in during detention that hour was closer to ninety minutes.  She’d deadeye me from the front of the classroom, all but daring me to mention the time and how we should be heading home.  Any excuse to try and hit me with another detention but I’d sit and smile knowing it was fucking her off more than being late for dinner was bothering me and eventually she’d let me go.
 
                 At the end of that school year O’Reilly announced he was mixing up the classes in order to “give everyone the best opportunity at a full education”.  It meant I got rid of Walker; she’d snarl at me during the announcement and I’d flip her off when I knew nobody else was looking.  She’d give me one last detention but it was worth it.  I sat there for close to two hours making sure I didn’t so much as lift a pencil to even attempt her assignment.
 
                 “We can wait here as long as it takes Mr. Morgan.”
 
                 “I’ve got all summer Walker…all fucking summer.”
 
                 “I can have you back in here on Saturday, would you like that?”
 
                 “You can’t do shit.  You’ve been able to blame me all year for shit you knew had nothing to do with me but not anymore.  So take an hour or two from my life.  It’s all in-fucking-front of me anyhow.  You’re only wasting your own miserable existence, I’m more than happy to sit here and do fuck all.”
 
                 We sat in silence, even the janitor had left.  It was the edge of summer and all of life lay ahead of me.
 
    
 
   2
 
   OUR HOUSE on the Oldpark Road was a world away from Poleglass but by this point Poleglass was no longer Poleglass.  They were throwing up cheap to build housing all over Belfast like they were expected another baby boom.  Our house had enough rooms that none of us needed to share and not an inch of green anywhere near it.  The top of the Oldpark Road was Catholic, Republican really.  It sat under the shadow of a police tower in the old Park Picture House and was a complete dive.  The Protestants kept the lower half of the Oldpark in relatively good condition but at my end you couldn’t even erect a bus shelter without some little turd taking a flame to it just to watch it burn.
 
                 “You can’t give these fucking animals anything.” Mum would spit.
 
                 And she was right.
 
                 The Oldpark was affectionately known by those who resided in her as “The Bone” most probably because that’s where life’s little comforts were cut down to for those living there but I never asked what was with the nickname and nobody was ever forthcoming with an answer so I can’t be sure.  It was right around then that Jeff seemed to be threatening to fall in with the wrong crowd.  Mum read him the riot act.  He got on like he’d just had the ass whipped off him; he got off lightly; I had pioneered the boundaries she would encounter.
 
                 “I’m not going to pick your friends Jeffrey but I am telling you that you won’t be hanging around with those ruffians.”
 
                 He would anyway and then one day during the summer he’d come home with his face plastered all over the place.  Mum was out; Tara was spending every waking hour at her boyfriend’s house.  It was just me to deal with the matter.
 
                 “What the fuck happened to your muthafucka?” I asked.
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “Yeah your face screams nothing.  Who the fuck did that?”
 
                 “Frankie McIntyre.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Don’t know.”
 
                 “So Frankie McIntyre just came and decided to paste your puss all over your head.”
 
                 “I guess.”
 
                 “What did you do?”
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “Fuck Jeff, you need to tell me what you did.  If I’m to go fix him I need to know if he reacted fair enough or what…so what the fuck did you do?”
 
                 “He lent me a tenner.”
 
                 “And you ain’t paid him back?”
 
                 “I’m eleven-fucking-years old where the fuck would I get a tenner?”
 
                 “You’re eleven years old, what the fuck did you need a tenner for?”
 
                 His answer would be piss and it would also be the beginning of Jeff’s temperamental love affair with money.  What chance did he stand with our old man?  Frankie McIntyre was turning seventeen at the end of that month; he lived with his parents in the street that ran behind our house meaning we shared an alley.  I marched round to his house and knocked on the door.  His mum welcomed me in and pointed upstairs towards his room “Frankie’s upstairs son”.  I’d march up to his door and as I entered I drew the belt from my waist and wrapped the tongue of it around my hand before firing and recoiling and firing the buckle at Frankie who lay sleeping one off on his bed.
 
                 “You touch my brother again and I’ll kill you!” I screamed as I whipped at him.
 
                 When I stopped he was in tears, I knew the feeling but his tears wouldn’t soften me.  I got worse and at a younger age than him, fuck him.  His mum stood at the foot of the stairs in awe as I descended.  Mum would scream blue bloody murder about Jeff’s Picasso face until I assured her I had sorted it but a few days later Frankie and his friends would catch me up and give me a licking it would take weeks to recover from.
 
                 Money was tighter than ever so when my National Insurance card came through the post a few months before my fifteenth birthday it was like a gift from God.  I’d be able to get out there and earn a crust of my own, bring home that bacon, like a real man.  There wasn’t much call for fourteen year old barmen and as the we’re not hiring pushed me further and further down the acceptable areas I found myself edging towards school and most promisingly the dog track.
 
    
 
   3
 
   THE JOB paid £1.85 per hour and didn’t involve a whole hell of a lot.  I’d have to report to the kennels an hour before the first race to meet the owners and give the greyhounds their exercise after they were weighed and then help load them into the starting traps.  After that I could sit around waiting for the next race and some of the ticket attendants would let me bet even though I was nowhere near eighteen.  Most days the track would end up with most of my wages back and I’d have little to show for a days work other than a few chapters read and the smell of unfamiliar dogs on my clothes.
 
                 After a week in the job I started to get to know some of the regulars and the older ones would pay me a few quid to run to the booths and place their bets for them.  I bought a notebook in order to keep track of the first-second and to wins I was being held responsible for.  I’d hit the ticket sellers fifteen minutes before the race so I could make it back to the kennels and give the dogs their lap around the outer track before boxing them in and waiting for them to chase the rabbit.  The last race that day the dog on the inside track, a silver looking hound by the name of Chelsea’s Choice, caught the motorised hare just beyond the finishing line.  Nobody won that day and I never saw Chelsea’s Choice again.
 
    
 
   I started at 11AM.  I got let in through the staff entrance that sat on the edge of the local park and climbed the piss stained concrete steps into the dog stadium.  I got into the kennel.
 
                 “Ok kid, number one and four won’t be racing in the first race.  Five is out of the third and the sixth is missing two and three.”
 
                 “Got it.”
 
                 “The dogs are inside being weighed once they’re done take them out for a turn around while the front of house guys open her up.”
 
                 I took the dogs on their walk, one-by-one parading them in front of the drunk, the desperate and the clueless.  As I got back to the kennel I handed them over and made my way out into the bleachers to do my routine walk around collecting bets.  Gerald Clarke was one hundred and four if he was a day; claimed he couldn’t walk the distance to the ticket booths but somehow was always the first in and last out of the track each day and stood to attention the entire time.  As far as I knew he had never won a god-damn race, even I had picked up a couple of winners though on a weekly basis I was still way down.
 
                 I had ten bets in the book, all the same guys as the day before, all natural losers.  I placed eight of them and pocketed the last two figuring it would be money they’d never have coming back to them in the first place.  One bet came through but it was one I’d placed and I went back to collect my fee for placing the bets.  That day I shied off placing six bets and made an extra few days money out of it.  The following day I’d pocket another six but the day after that a winner I hadn’t placed would come through and wipe out the previous two days and most of that week’s wage playing the canine futures market.
 
                 I was sitting in the back by the dogs that were up the race after next, reading my book.  They were waiting on being weighed and taken out when one of the owners started shouting at his round little son in a thick Dublin accent.
 
                 “For goodness sake child, how many times have I told you don’t be feeding the fucking dogs before a race?!”
 
                 The kid started crying but the dad didn’t seem to give much of a shit, instead turning to a man standing nearby for support.
 
                 “These fucking children.  They’ll have me a beggar before I’m forty for sure.”
 
                 The man nodded and then slinked off when the Dubliner’s attention shifted back to the dog and I returned to the pages of my book.
 
    
 
   4
 
   MRS. MARTIN’S VOICE must have been ringing in the old lady’s ears because she was sitting in our living room in the armchair by the marble fireplace waiting on me when I got in from work.  I stank.  My feet were like slabs of cement and I needed nothing more than a warm bath and some time curled up resting the old bones with my book but she had other ideas.
 
                 “Douglas, come here a moment.”
 
                 “Can it wait Ma I’m just in the door and my flats are screaming.”
 
                 “It’ll only take a minute.”
 
                 I humoured her, taking a seat at the other side of the room next to our sleeping and farting old excuse for a dog.
 
                 “What’s up Mum?”
 
                 “Where are all your friends these days son?”
 
                 “They’re around.”
 
                 “Around where?  Why do you never see them anymore?”
 
                 “I’m working Ma, I got myself responsibilities and when I have time I’ll go chase them down, see what they’re up to but it’s no big deal.  It’s not that important.”
 
                 “It’s important to me son, you spend too much time alone.”
 
                 I wanted to scream at her.  I spent nothing but time with people.  In the morning I had her and Tara and Jeff to contend with.  I walked to work and always bumped into someone who was going that way who felt required to talk to me whether I was open to conversation or not.  Once inside the track I had the kennel master, owners, trainers, not to mention my regular punters and the ticket sellers all to deal with.  The only time I managed to get to myself was when I was walking the dogs and that amounted to about an hour a day if I was lucky.  I spend too much time alone do I?  Fucking far too much time alone huh?!  I wanted to scream at her, to shake her and then to produce an hour-by-hour breakdown of my god-damn day.
 
                 “I see plenty of people, I’ll go hang out with the guys when I feel like it.”
 
                 “Your friends will think you’ve abandoned them, go and spend some time with them.  Spend some of that money you’ve been saving.”
 
                 “I’m saving it, it’s kind of the point to not spend it.”
 
                 “And what would you be saving it for?”
 
                 “My birthday’s coming up, I was going to buy myself a banjo.”
 
                 “I can buy you a banjo, go spend some time and money with your friends.”
 
                 “Can I at least wash my face before you throw me out the door?”
 
                 “Hurry up about it.”
 
                 She’d send me from the room and I’d be given sufficient time alone to wash my face and my teeth and dunk my plums in the sink with some soapy water before I’d be pushed out of the house and encouraged to be young and reckless.
 
                 I found Joe playing football down by the abandoned flex mill at the bottom of a slope of overgrown green bushes; a cigarette hung from the corner of his dried-up lips.
 
                 “Well stranger.” he’d say, catching the ball as it flew towards him.
 
                 “Sup muthafucka?”
 
                 “Fuck all, where the fuck have you been?”
 
                 “Working.”
 
                 “Slave to the man.”
 
                 “Everyone’s got to eat.”
 
                 We kick it around for an hour or two before heading up to St. Catherine’s Girls School who had a hall on their grounds they opened up at weekends and during the summer for a local disco.  The school sat at the top of the Oldpark and was known for always having a few girls in fourth and fifth form who were pregnant tarring the entire educational institution with the nickname “The Whores on the Hill”.  I bought two packs of smokes and a pint of whiskey to smuggle in, thinking we’d have a few drinks, loosen the crowd up and maybe get our dogs dipped but the truth was it was the furthest from that notion of sexually frustrated Catholic school girls.  The supervising sisters worked those quivering libidos; the nuns would make sure that no two boys and girls spent any more than one, two dances max together.  Textbook vagina cops wherever you looked.  It didn’t bother me one bit.  None of them had anything I was interested in.  Two girl’s schools sat at the rear of my school at the top of the Antrim Road.  For them to access their schools from the main road they had two choices, walk around the grounds of my school (which would add twenty minutes to their journey) or cut through the grounds and deal with the raging hormones of adolescent boys who would literally ejaculate in front of them.  It wasn’t the most appealing option but it got them there in two minutes meaning there was always a steady flow of beautiful, physically mature Protestant girls to tease the tip of the beast into waking up first thing on a Monday morning.  These girls had mystery, I found myself longing for a glimpse of thigh or chest when they walked by; just the slightest hint of sexuality to make the sausage-fest bearable.  None of them were present though.
 
                 “I’m getting out of here man.” I said, tucking a cigarette behind my ear.
 
                 “Come on mate, the night’s just getting started.”
 
                 “You’ve got more chance of watching two of these nuns frig off each other than getting to within a whiff of some cookie.  I’m not wasting any more cigarette or Beam on them.”
 
                 “Will you give it ten more minutes?”
 
                 “Ok but you’re going to have to leave subtly at the door because nothing’s biting.”
 
                 We stayed another hour and flatlined the majority of that time.  I met a girl there called Niamh who lived on Brookvale.  I’d pass her house every day on the way home from school and on days when Walker had me in detention she had been home, had her dinner and was out on the street hanging out with her lady crew as I inched home starving and frustrated.  I always made a point of saying hello because, besides everything to the contrary, my mum raised a gentleman or at least someone who struggled with the notion of being one.  I gave her two cigarettes and two bashes on the pint in exchange for some mints that would hopefully mask the stench I was collecting from the old lady.
 
                 “So how come you’re always passing my house after five?” she asked.
 
                 “I’ve a lot of after school obligations I’ve to meet.”
 
                 “You get detention?”
 
                 “I get profiled.”
 
                 “What does that mean?”
 
                 “That doesn’t really matter does it?  Take another hit.”
 
                 We both tapped the bottle sucking in a mouthful.
 
                 “You always say hello.”
 
                 “I’m polite as fuck like that.”
 
                 “How come you never talk to me properly?”
 
                 “You’re always with that gang.”
 
                 “Do my friends scare you?”
 
                 “Scare’s not the right word for it.  The odds aren’t great is all.”
 
                 “So if I wasn’t hanging around with all those girls…”
 
                 “I’d stop by and say hello.”
 
                 She smiled but the whiskey had taken affect.
 
                 “I better get going, I’ve got work in the morning.”
 
                 “What age are you?”
 
                 “Almost fifteen.”
 
                 “And you’re drinking whiskey and working in the morning.”
 
                 “I live in Victorian England, you should drop by and say hello sometime.”
 
                 I left on the laugh, snuck into the house and was able to wash my teeth before Mum got back from her friend’s house.
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   MY FIRST HANGOVER visited me the next morning.  I passed on breakfast, tucked my lunchbox into my bag as usual and headed to the dog track.  I walked by Niamh’s house and kept an eye out for her but there was no sign and my stomach turned over on itself echoing down by a cold abandoned row of brown terrace houses on a slope towards the park.
 
                 The first race was a full card.  I walked all six at the slowest pace possible as the whiskey churned its way through my virginal system.  As I walked the last one back to the kennels I saw the Dubliner again and remembered the screaming match he had with his son.  I had been working on my system of making money.  Bet skipping was ok but the profits were meagre and the risk of bankrupting yourself on a rank outsider was ever present.  I had tried studying the form guide since day one and couldn’t work out the system.  I was going to need one of my own.  During the third race it came to me.  I pocketed my two white bread ham sandwiches as I walked the first dog around the track and fed him a good third of it while I was out of sight from everyone.  I did the same with the second through fifth dogs leaving only a sliver of a miserable sandwich for myself and the sixth dog alone.  As the race started I put £4 of my own money on the sixth dog who was a 16-1 for the win.  It came through and I pocketed £68 without even breaking a sweat.  As I returned to the kennel I expected all eyes to fall upon me; I expected the kennel master to take a shovel handed swing at me, I expected the Dubliner to have to be dragged away from me but none of this happened.  Nobody even batted an eyelid other than the trainer of the favourite and all she did was shrug her shoulders, look at her dog and say “Ah well boy it just wasn’t your day”.  I played it straight for the rest of that day and had the following day off but the two shifts after that I went to work with enough lunch to feed half the staff; played it swifty and left the building those nights with so much money I looked at everyone on the way home as a potential mugger.
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   I WAS FOURTEEN years old and pulling in more money on a weekly basis than anyone in the neighbourhood.  It would be the most financially prosperous period of my life.  I’d never have that much income in my pocket; it’s depressing to think you’ve peaked before your balls have even fully dropped.
 
                 By the end of the first week I was able to slip three hundred into the old lady’s bank account.  It was the walk-in days of banking so she never really knew what she had tucked aside she’d just spend until it ran out and then borrow against the strength of what was coming to her.  She didn’t have to do that for quite some time and all for the price of a couple of sandwiches though I found potatoes worked best.
 
    
 
   I was doing my usual pre-race walk with the hounds when I got the feeling I was being watched.  There was never anything that screamed sting just a general feeling in my gut and I was making too much green to take a risk so I let the four main races that day pass, placed short bets and lost honest.  The next day I played it straight too, I walked the dogs, set them up in the kennel and went about my business when I heard some kind of grumbling coming from one of the pens.  Peering over the half door I was confronted with one of the other workers on his knees wanking off the 2 to 1 favourite.
 
                 “You making a movie there or is this just for fun?”
 
                 “Shit.” he froze solid for a moment, so instant he still had the dog’s cock in his hand.
 
                 “I ain’t too sure what’s going down buddy but if you’re slinging that slop for pups you need to find a second job.”
 
                 “I’m not milking them off.  Doug, can you keep a secret?”
 
                 “Is it a romantic secret?”
 
                 “Fuck you.”
 
                 “Not ‘til you wash your hands.”
 
                 “I’m knackering them out, it’ll slow him down.”
 
                 “Are you fixing the race?”
 
                 “Yeah, I figure I do this to five of them, stick a few on the sixth and…”
 
                 “You doing this long?  You look like you’ve been working out.”
 
                 “You keep it quiet and I’ll cut you in.”
 
                 “I’m sure it’s a swell way of making money hand over fist but I’m good, just buy yourself a pair of fucking gloves or something.”
 
                 It wasn’t much of a wonder they were sniffing around the kennels.  They had me wining and dining the pooches before Gary hand-fucked them until they were good for nothing but rolling over, farting and going to sleep.  That week was a write-off; I made my basic money, ran my bets for the old timers and tried to stay away from any kennel that sounded like the animal had a Thai masseuse in with them.  I had tucked away enough money to buy myself a new typer; this time it was a laptop – pretty basic but it was all mine and tech was more expensive then.  It was heavy as a pavement slab and the battery got so hot you could cook a chicken breast on it but I paid for it outright and sneaked it into the house one night just before dinner.  The week before going back to school I gave Mum £100 and told her I got an employee bonus and wanted to buy our school uniforms with it.  She was fit to burst and we all got new threads for the start of the school year, it was aces.  I also hooked myself up with a cellular phone, the first in the school, all the school including the god-damn teachers.
 
                 “How’d that little fuck afford a mobile phone?” I heard Peacock say as I strutted my way down the hall but the money was slipping away faster than I could bring it in.  Gary was still jacking the racers, the track owners where certain someone was playing funny buggers with the form and Gary wasn’t smart enough to control himself and work the odd race.   In one night I counted twenty dogs, all wanked-off, all lazy from the big O he brought them to.
 
                 I stood at the back of the kennels supping down a cigarette when I overheard the track owner talking about bringing in the cops and after that fitting the place out with new cameras to cover everywhere.
 
                 “Someone is fucking with these dogs.” he didn’t know how right he was.
 
                 “We bring the cops in here Mike and we’ll never pull another race, that’s us over.  People get to thinking the deck is rigged and we’ll be the fucking ones running out on the god-damn track.” said his associate.
 
                 “What are the options?”
 
                 “I know a guy you might want to talk to.” I said before I could even think about whether I meant it.
 
                 The pair looked at me.  Who was this little prick, smoking down Marlboro and interrupting their business meetings?  Mike stomped out his cigarette blowing smoke as he crossed the sawdust covered pen.
 
                 “What’s your name kid?”
 
                 “Doug Morgan.”
 
                 “I’m Mike Thompson, I own this fucking haemorrhaging hole.  You know something I ought?”
 
                 “Before I say anything, Mike is it?  First I ain’t no snitch, but there’s a guy by the name of Gary and if you go have a word with him now it’ll be a couple of words and the problem might stop but if you bum me another cigarette and go see him in ten minutes you’ll see for yourself and it’ll be problem solved.”
 
                 “Ten minutes…problem solved,” he repeated, handing me a cancer stick “what’s second?”
 
                 “Sorry?”
 
                 “You said first, there must be a second.”
 
                 “Oh shit to-the-yeah, second is I am not involved in anything Gary’s got going on.  I saw him at it the other day didn’t know what to make of it then didn’t really know how to bring the matter up…just remember that.”
 
                 I was by the main entrance fifteen minutes later when the track security perp-walked Gary out the doors and bounced his loving palms down all five steps.
 
                 “I ever see you round here again muthafucka and I’ll cut those fucking hands off!” warned Mike.
 
                 Gary threw me a look; he was an older guy – older than me anyway.  I figured him for a guy with a family and mouths to feed but didn’t we all.  I felt a tinge of guilt about him, it stung like a bee but fuck him, if he had to turn tricks to make a living he may as well work-it down by the Albert clock.  At least that gig was honest and you got a fuck you could look in the eye once you got off.
 
                 I made my way back to the kennel for the last weigh in.  Mike was there supervising, he’d get hands on for a few weeks but eventually would ease back into his ghost-like role as owner/manager.
 
                 “You work here long kid?”
 
                 “This summer, I’m back to school now so daytime is out of the question but I can still do weekends…maybe the odd Thursday night.”
 
                 “Well whenever you’re on I want you in charge of the animals.  You’re the new head honcho when it comes to the kennels, I’ve spoken to the kennel master and he agrees.”
 
                 I was stoked.  Not only did the ‘end of lays’ mean I could get back to proper earning but I was now in charge of all the dogs pre-race; I had free reign and the pups were now safe from the Belfast Stroker.  The last race of the night I played straight, I didn’t need to but it felt like the right thing to do.  The Morgan’s were getting financially comfortable and I had enough set aside for a banjo.
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   DANI McCORMACK took over from Georgia Cline in the Geography department and was the new head of English Literature.  Cline had a mental breakdown the year before thanks to a mouthy fourth year who claimed to see a dildo in her desk drawer and that when he mentioned it to her she chased him around the room trying to fuck him with it.  We all knew the story was full of shit; we all knew what he was like.  He was the kind of kid who’d claim to have fucked your girlfriend and would lay it down with enough conviction that you’d thump the wall and call that innocent little girl a whore that wasn’t worth knowing.  I was on my way back from the can to French class when Dani ran by, hands to her face, eyes submerged in salty tears.  From her class I could hear the chant get your tits out, get your tits out, get your tits out for the lads!
 
                 I turned and went after her, it was only week one and those fucking savages had already reduced a perfectly good educator to tears.  I caught up with her at the stairwell.  She’d turn and give me her back, pointing those dangerous curves at me while her shoulders shook.
 
                 “You ok Miss?”
 
                 “I’m fine,” she managed between sobs “shouldn’t you be in class?”
 
                 “It’s French, they’ve been practicing the same god-damn verbs the last three months of last year and the two classes we’ve had so far.  Baigner and Bavarder can keep.”
 
                 “You say that now,” she said wiping her face “but when you’re looking to casually run yourself a bath you’ll regret this moment.”
 
                 “That’s funny.  O’Reilly hired him a funny teacher, but Baigner’s to bathe someone else.” I don’t know why I mentioned that but the idea excited me.
 
                 She’d wipe her eyes again and turn to face me, all eyes and mascara.
 
                 “How’s my make-up?”
 
                 “Did you look like Gene Simmons when you drove in today?”
 
                 “Fuck.”
 
                 “So, are you ok?”
 
                 “Oh I’m fine, those…those fucking kids!”
 
                 “Don’t let those dense pricks get to you.  They smell the new off you and they’re trying to break you because the rest of the great minds in this place are mean-spirited bastards who don’t have much left to break.”
 
                 “I just never expected to be treated like that.”
 
                 “What can I say, they’re assholes but they’re insecure little assholes.  The big ginger one shat himself during PE two years ago and the lanky goofball at the front we give him shit about his sister being his ma and he can’t stand it.”
 
                 She’d smile and ask “Is his sister really his ma?”
 
                 “Who the fuck knows, all we know is that the dickhead can’t stand it and it will shut him up if you give him some grief about it.  Don’t let those pricks get to you Miss.”
 
                 Dani rubbed my arm.
 
                 “Thanks…Doug right?”
 
                 “That’s me.”
 
                 “You’ll be in my creative writing class, right?”
 
                 “No, I don’t think so Miss.”
 
                 “No, you will.”
 
                 “You got the wrong guy.”
 
   
  
 

              “I’ve seen you with your books hanging out of your pocket and I’ve read through some of the stuff you submitted last year.  It’s got promise, you need to focus and give it some direction but it’s good.”
 
                 “I’m not one for artsy-fartsy shit.  I got a job, I do a spot of writing at home.  It’s just for me and I’m happy with that.”
 
                 “And what good is it if nobody ever reads it?  How will you ever get any better?”
 
                 I could see the checkmate pasted all over that angelic face.
 
                 “So I’ll see you in my class, right?!”
 
                 “Maybe…we’ll see.  You make that ginger cry and you got yourself a deal.”
 
                 She shook my hand and marched back down the darkened corridor, determined.  Her hips more forceful than hypnotic.  I’d glide along behind her, I wanted to see this – to see her stronger than she was.  I’d cling to the corner of the door as she slammed her hand down on the desk.
 
                 “Right!”
 
                 Get your tits out, get your tits out…
 
                 “That’s no way to speak to a lady, let alone your teacher so shut your god-damn traps or I’ll be getting mothers on the phone…sisters too maybe.  Anyone got a sister who’d be interested in have a parental meeting?”
 
                 Laughter exploded killing the chant.
 
                 “Ah wise Johnny she’s talking about your ma!”
 
                 “Your ma’s Sabrina, Johnny!”
 
                 “Sabrina the teenage mum!”
 
                 “Miss, his dad’s the priest, Miss.”
 
                 “All of you shut up.  There’s a lesson plan I generously cultivated for you and you’re not going to enlighten yourselves.  First mouth open starting from now better be catching flies or cooling soup otherwise it’s a month’s detention.”
 
                 The strict side wowed me even more than I knew possible, I wanted to watch forever, to soak up as much of her aura as I could take without getting drunk and shepherd it back home to the typer.  I’d get back to class right in time for the latest recap on what we were doing, why French conjunctive verbs were important, and the best way to learn them.  I prayed they were testing her will; I couldn’t deal with being surrounded in a never ending hell circle if it wasn’t at least for kicks.
 
    
 
   I was walking to work at the end of the school day when I got a blast of the horn from a Volkswagen Beetle and a wave from the passenger seat; it took me a moment to realise it was Miss McCormack; the smile was back on that face and the make-up had managed to heal itself.  As I reached the turn off that would lead down the leaf carpeted drive to the steps of the track I dropped into a corner shop and stocked up on pre-packed sandwiches.  When I got into the sawdust covered kennels that familiar scent of animal hit my nostrils and I saw the now painfully familiar sight of my new best friend Mike.  He’d been there first thing without fail every shift meaning I was never able to fix-up the first race of the evening,
 
                 “We’re dropping a race tonight kid.” he said.
 
                 “Oh yeah how come?  Captain Longstroke get at the canines again?”
 
                 “We lost two from the first race and three from the second so we’re going to work the seventh trap and merge the two together, ok?”
 
                 “Sure thing boss, point me in the direction of the athletes and I’ll get them round the track.”
 
                 I watched the board religiously before I took the dogs around the course; merging the two races would play havoc with the odds.  One of the favourites would have to lengthen and there’d be one hell of an outsider in the pack.  Naturally that would be the dog you’d be tempted to lay down on; after all 33 to 1 is one hell of a temptation when you know the little rascal is going to come home for you but it was flashy and exactly what I didn’t need.  The favourite for the second race was Carl’s Boy he was 2 to 1 on but was coming in at 4 to 1 now on account of The Lexington Charm whose paws seemed to chew up this course every time he rang.  4 to 1 was tasty enough for me, a £10 bet would pocket me an easy score that wouldn’t be too out of the ordinary to attract suspicion.
 
                 I slipped away just before the race started, ducking my regulars in order to make it to the booth on time and put down.
 
                 “Carl’s Boy to win!”
 
                 “You’re pretty lucky kid.” stated the teller.
 
                 “I wish Brian, I haven’t played a winner since working here.  Anything I lay down belongs to those old coffin dodgers.” I replied pointing generally over my shoulder.
 
                 “Here’s you docket.”
 
                 The bell rang, the dogs ran and I made sure to claim it from one of the clerks further away from the kennel.  I played the last race too, £15 on a 13 to 2 and lost.  It was the first flaw I’d discovered in my system and left me thinking for most of the following day at school.
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   WHEN I TURNED fifteen my mum started giving me money for my birthday; “you’re a man now,” she’d say “you should be able to buy yourself the things you want in life.”  One of the guys in my class got the same speech from his mum, he spent most of his money on pornography and diet pills which he sold as ecstasy, Ruth had it easy.  I hadn’t seen my dad or even thought of him in a while.  A while can be a lifetime when you’re that age.  I certainly hadn’t mentioned him since Mum and I had that talk and I scored him out of my life like a bad debt.  In my formative teenage years I had settled upon wanting a banjo; I had known my old man was quite good on the thing and I wanted one of my own – maybe I was curious to see if anything had rubbed off.
 
                 Joe Clegg was my best friend back then; a stocky little kid with a boxer’s nose and a flat head.  He had put forward a proposal that I spend my birthday money on a case of Harp, but I resisted the urge to make my friends happy and pushed forward with the idea of owning my very own banjo.  My dad had promised me his but I was pretty sure by this stage that he had forgotten that blood oath.   I stayed in on Friday night, the first since I was allowed out after a certain hour and instantly regretted it as I was bombarded with question after question about my motives behind a quiet night-in.  Had I fallen out with my friends?  Were they off somewhere without me?  Had they left me out?  Was I feeling ok?  Was it a girl?  Are you seeing a girl?  Is fifteen too young for a proper girlfriend?  Christ.  All I wanted was to say that I was staying in so I could buy a banjo the next day and didn’t end up pissing my money up against a wall just to shut Joe up, but I didn’t.  Mum wasn’t a fan of the hooch and after the ass pounding I had taken thanks to the Russian fire water I had learned the importance of being a secret drinker.
 
   I slept in.  I slept in every Saturday morning because I could and because I usually sat up watching Japanese pink movies and whatever risqué Exploitation offerings I could get pre-internet.  The night before had been a marathon double bill of Kung-Fu Cannibals and The Crippled Masters.  I caught the first bus that came along the Oldpark Road and rode it as far as North Street.  There was a music store across the street from the Art College near St. Anne’s Cathedral which was the best place to start my search.  I had no idea what I was looking for and was almost thankful when I realized this pokey little emporium on the bottom level of old newspaper printer didn’t stock banjos.
 
   “So what should I ask at the next one?” I quizzed the weekend worker.
 
   The only other store I knew of was by City Hall at the end of Royal Avenue, which was a straight five minute walk from where I was and though it had changed hands over the years since the old man dragged us there it had never changed.  Belfast, for all it’s worth, was and is little more than a village with tall buildings.  The store was now called Music City, wall-to-wall guitars with a small corner populated with banjos by the stairs that would lead up to percussion instruments and kids with undiagnosed anger management issues.  I had wanted a five string, I wanted to play bluegrass and move into a Hixploitation movie and live off the land but they didn’t stock the American stuff.  I finally found an Irish traditional four string banjo that had been custom made (for a client who had never called to collect it) just sitting at the back of the store.  I bought it and two packs of extra strings without giving a second thought to the fact that I knew shit squared about banjos, playing, tuning or reading music.  Even with the money I had tucked away from the track it cleaned me out.  The joy carried me out of the store across the road and towards the back of Castlecourt shopping mall which now sat in the heart of the city and the black taxi depot that would take me home cheaper than a bus.  I past Copperfield’s Bar which sat on the corner and would funnel me out on to the narrows of Castle street and for a moment thought the sound was in my head, it was only when I realized I didn’t know the tune that I realized a banjo was being played.  In years to come I’d busk in the same spot whenever I was a little short on play money or rent, on this occasion the spot was taken up by Jack.
 
   My dad wore more than five years on his face since the last time I had seen him.  His hair was all but white and a heavy week of growth on his face sat up, prickly and proud.  I watched, half in shock of seeing him and half in awe as his hands appeared to operate independently from the rest of him.  My exposure to Jack Morgan had been limited but in all the time I’d been blessed with his company I had never seen him move that way; he was masterful of his instrument; it responded to his touch in ways I could only will mine to do and he did it all with an ease that gave me hope.  Maybe it would be genetic.  Two songs later and I was still hypnotized, I couldn’t understand how the world kept turning, how Castle Street hadn’t ground to a halt to watch the one true skill my dad possessed.  At the end of the song I noticed how he had almost caught my eye so I started walking, up Castle Street, onwards towards the black taxi.  I hadn’t noticed he hadn’t started playing again but as I slowed a hand landed on my shoulder, large, rough with fingers riddled with calluses.  His eyes were heavy but happy to see me, not even a trace of the rage Mum had run from.  His skin sat pale with a tinge of yellow to it.  He took me to a café on Bridge Street, one which turned a blind eye to his hip flask which was almost the size of a vodka bottle.  Jack ordered two teas and a BLT for the boy before taking a booth by the window which looked out on to a queue of buses.  He looked as nervous as I was.
 
   “So you’re a banjo man then.” his voice still as powerful as I recalled.
 
   “I don’t know, I haven’t played it before.”
 
   “But you want to?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What do you want to achieve from it?” he slurped when he drank.
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “If you want to do something with it you need to get really good.  You need a skill and a career.  There’s a lot of people titting around with shit that’s never going to take them anywhere.  You make sure you get yourself a proper job, none of that airy fairy hippy shite people call work.  Musician’s a good job.  It’s artistic but it’s a proper skill.  Takes real work to make a banjo do what you want rather than the other way around.  You want that?”
 
   “I think so.” I said, a little taken aback.
 
   “So how come you’ve been able to afford yourself a beautiful piece of kit like that?” he asked, pawing over my acquisition.
 
   “I’m working now and it was my birthday.”
 
   “Of course it was.” Dad’s poker face slipped.
 
   It was something he should have remembered.  It must have stung a good bit because he sat silent for ten minutes until he finished his tea and half his flask.  On the way out of the café he gave me a hug and slipped me a twenty from his banjo case.  I walked to the corner of Bridge Street – where it met with the High Street.  Stopping I tucked myself into the corner of Cash Converters and watched between the bus queues as my dad crossed the road, hesitated for a second before walking into the pub on the corner of the street. 
 
   I was slightly disappointed to find that I couldn’t just own a banjo and become its master.  If there was some kind of natural talent that’s passed from father to son it clearly required a little bit of work.  I spent the money Dad gave me on a songbook but it might as well have been written in German.
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   SHE WROTE MIDDLEMARCH in block capitals on the black board before underlining it three times.  She’d glide back to her desk before placing both palms on the desk and arching forward showcasing just enough of her overfull cleavage to get the entire classes attention.
 
                 “Middlemarch gentlemen.  This text will be on the examination at the end of the year, there you have it a full nine months prior notice there’s no excuses for failure.”
 
                 “What’s Middlemarch Miss?” asked someone from the back.
 
                 “It’s pretty much the same as Mansfield Park.” I offered.
 
                 “And what the fuck is Mansfield Park?!”
 
                 “That’s where your ma got fingered!” heckled Gerry with the Zippo scar to everyone’s amusement.
 
                 “Calm down gentlemen.  Middlemarch put plainly is your first textual analysis so get to it.  It would be foolish of me to even begin to tell you what it’s about as clearly you all hang on my every word,” she wasn’t too far wrong “so the moment I tell you to read it you’ll obviously read it.  This means, next week when I ask the question what’s Middlemarch?  You’ll be able to give me a satisfactory answer.”
 
                 Amazingly that was that.  She owned that class.  Anything she asked of our little band of working class stiffs with our deadbeat dads and tobacco fingers, she got.  After class I’d make an excuse to stay behind.  It was only September so it wasn’t obvious but I was going to have to start coming up with some serious whoppers if I wasn’t going to out myself as a teacher’s pet and earn the same bottom feeding existence a cop gets in prison.  She pretended not to notice me at first, going through her notes for the next class as the corridors filled with high pitched teens but she’d flick the hair from her eyes and there I was; attentive and bubbling with potential – though for what is anyone’s guess.
 
                 “Douglas!”
 
                 “Middlemarch Miss McCormack.”
 
                 “What problem do you have with Middlemarch?”
 
                 “It’s not exactly what I like being caught reading.”
 
                 “And what would you like to be caught reading then?” She got to her feet and walked over, pulling up and spinning around the seat in front of me so we sat nose-to-nose.
 
                 “You said this was creative writing.”
 
                 “This is English Literature Doug, creative writing comes next year.”
 
                 “Miss McCormack, excuse this question if it seems rude but have I just been shanghaied into reading George Eliot?”
 
                 “Middlemarch is important Mr. Morgan,” she said stressing the mister “writing styles go in and out of fashion, voices change.  One moment there’s an omniscient voice either undercutting or reinforcing ever syllable, guiding the reader, telling them how to think and feel, then there’s not.  Suddenly it’s seen as crude and lacking in nuance and an entire generation of writers are no longer considered relevant, at least within their own lifetime.  Do you know what kind of writer you want to be?”
 
                 “I don’t know if I want to be a writer.”
 
                 “That’s not what I hear.”
 
                 I stared into her face for a moment before she spoke again.
 
                 “Then what do you want to do?”
 
                 “I got a job at the dog track.”
 
                 “You’re not serious!”
 
                 “Hey don’t knock it, I bring home more than enough three days a week.”
 
                 “And the other four days?”
 
                 “I have to admit I’m giving serious thought to either learning the banjo and drinking quite a bit or becoming a ninja fighter pilot who solves crimes with the help of his invisible dog.”
 
                 It got a laugh out of her but her next class was racked up outside the door as a reminder of my place in the pecking order.
 
                 “I had better get these ones in before half them skip out but read Middlemarch and do it in secret so that nobody tries to dock you street cred.  You’ll never know the kind of writer you want to be until you’ve shopped around.”
 
                 “I’ll grab a copy on my way to work, how’s that?”
 
                 “You’re working tonight?”
 
                 “I’m working now.  I’m going to have to cut Religious Education.”
 
                 “I didn’t hear that.”
 
                 “It’s all hocus-pocus and metaphor taken literally anyway, I get enough fiction here with you.”
 
                 “You any good at picking a winner?”
 
                 I thought for a moment about telling her the truth “I do alright.”
 
                 She handed me a crisp ten pound note and told me to make it rain a little for her.  I’d tuck it in my pocket and look at it once I got beyond the school walls.   It had passed through her fingers, those beautiful, delicate, fine fingers.  I’d fix a good one for her, risk or no risk I’d check the odds pick the one race with the longest dog going and send him home.  She’d be bowled over by the game I was packing; so I did and the next day I handed her over £175 much to her amazement.
 
    
 
   That weekend I had Saturday off but was working the track on Sunday.  I took myself and my back pocket copy of Middlemarch into town to meet up with Joe to score some pot from his older brother who lived in some newly built apartments round by the edge of the Lagan.  I hopped out of the cab at the top of Castle Street and didn’t notice the jig until I was almost right on top of it.  I heard The Irish Rover and knew that my dad was back to earn what he could with the weekend shoppers.  He’d had a shave and a haircut since the last time I had seen him and his brow was strained, focused.  I inched closer, no smell, no booze. 
 
   “Hey Dad.” I said, barely containing the smile. 
 
   “Oh hello.  How’s practice?”
 
   “Umm not too good, I’m not too sure what I’m doing with it.” 
 
   “Then why’d you buy it?”
 
   “Umm I guess I wanted to learn it.”
 
   “So…”
 
   I could see he was waiting on me to read between the lines but I was firing blanks.
 
   “So why don’t you go fucking learn it!” he stated, retuning his Ozark.
 
   “I thought maybe we could learn it together.”
 
   “You forget I know how to play mine.  Look what do you want I’ve a lot on and don’t have the time to play fucking guessing games?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   I ran off before the sight of him fuming at me made me cry or at the very least before he saw it.  It happened at the end of the street regardless.   I looked back as I gained control of my eyes and heaving chest, he wasn’t looking.  I should have been relieved but I wasn’t.
 
   I was softer than he was but I was still my father’s son so I was stubborn.  Like a fucking ox.  When I got home I could have thrown it in the corner and swore to never touch it again but I sat down and tried to figure out the sheet music and how it translated into what my fingers should be doing.  I tried until it got dark, locked up quietly in my bedroom for hours.  It was fruitless; I couldn’t get my head around it and didn’t know how to start the conversation with Mum so I said nothing and opted to lay myself out on my bed smoke cigarettes and read Middlemarch before dog-earring a page to keep my spot while I tossed one off to the thought of Miss McCormack and those breasts that triple jiggle with each footstep.
 
   I’d wake late the next day and have to skip breakfast to stand a chance of getting to the track on time for my shift.  I grabbed the tin foil wrapped sandwiches which Mum always left in the refrigerator for me, stuffed them into my backpack and raced out the door.  Tara was bogarting the phone again; another angry call to one of her angry gal pals about a stupid boy who had broken up with her.  If any of them were worth a damn I would have offered to introduce them to my belt but they weren’t and she was too full of issues to see it.
 
   I got to the track and was the last one through the door.  Mike had left word with the Front of House manager to call everyone in that morning for a special announcement and “no if you’re not working you will not be receiving an hour’s money for attending” she explained time and time again to hung-over apes.  We stood around in the kennel (which was the only place large enough to house all of us) waiting on Mohammed to get off his ass and come down from that floral carpeted mountain.  As he appeared I got the sense that he wasn’t calling us all here to tell us how fucking fabulous we were.  The first thought was sting operation and at least half of us were going to the pokey for fiddling the place but I didn’t see any cops, uniformed or otherwise.  Then I thought maybe it was just me they were after but that didn’t explain why Richie and Mark D and Caesar were all here.  I didn’t know Caesar’s real name but he got the nickname because he chowed down a whole can of the dog food to win a bet one night.  Maybe Mike found out I was a cheating prick and everyone wanted to take turns kicking my balls in before they called the cops.
 
   “C’mon Mike fuck the drama let’s get this started, why are we here?” yelled Mark D.
 
   “Yeah Mike I got my kids in the car, let’s do this.”
 
   “Ok, quiet down.” instructed the Front of House manager
 
   “There’s no easy way to go about this other than to just come right out and say it.”
 
   My throat was dry; my tongue four times its normal size.  I was just waiting on that sausage finger to point at me.
 
   “For some time now we’ve been running a good team and had some real good days but it would seem they have come to an end.  The truth of the matter is that business is down, costs are up and the pinch has become whatever’s a lot fucking bigger than a pinch.”
 
   “So what are you saying Mike?”
 
   “Give the man a chance to speak!”
 
   “What I’m saying is that for our casual staff, the young men and women who we simply could not have come this far without; today is your last day.  I’m very sorry but I can not afford to keep you on any longer.  The rest of you will have to consider your positions, some of you may have to work a reduced week, others may be asked to take on added responsibilities without recompense I might add and the rest will probably be better off parting company.”
 
   “And if we do all that?”
 
   “Then we might hang in there long enough for me to work out a deal and sell the place and we stand a chance of still having a job for everyone in three months.”
 
   Mike skipped out of there before Caesar took his head off.  He didn’t have much call to want to kill him; at least not right then.  I was on my last shift and had nothing to show for my months of nest egg building.  I couldn’t really put my finger on where it had all gone; all I knew was that it had.
 
   That night I walked the first two races straight.  Mike was a good guy and was in enough shit without me sticking it to him.  When I got back to the kennel I watched as Mark D loaded two of the track’s televisions into the back of his car while Caesar tried to figure out how to wedge one more of the finance office’s computers into his Lada.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “Oh it’s all come out in the wash now kid.  Apparently this shit has been coming on for months, months and months.  Someone heard something about the staff pension fund being empty and now nobody can get a hold of Mike.  I wouldn’t stand still too long kid or one of these angry men will mistake you for part of the furniture and take you home too.” explained the Kennel Master.
 
                 I got to the Front of House manager and asked her if my wages for that evening had been sorted.  She said something about them being posted out because they were severance and I could feel the cold hard mushroom-meat of the cock that was about to shaft me creeping to the back door.  I emptied what I had on me; it came to £5.21 and on the third race laid it all off on a 7-1 for the win.  The fourth race I took £30 of what I’d made and laid it on a 3-1 conscious of that one time when my system had defied me but I needn’t have worried as he romped home.  I sat out the fifth race because of that one teller; that one little man who saw everything and had a sneaking suspicion I was up to something; probably because he was too.  I missed the sixth race because Mum had called on my phone to ask what I wanted for dinner leaving me just one last chance at the track to be a winner.  I checked the form guide and hit up all my regulars who were laying their money on every dog other than the one I had decided was going to win.  The King Still Lives was a 16-1 outsider; he had brought up the rear on his last three outings here and wasn’t fairing too much better north of Warrenpoint.  I had £160 of my own money in my pocket plus another £50 from the old timers and having dosed the rest of the mutts up on sweet potato and corned beef sandwiches I went to the lady teller and slammed £210 on…
 
   “The King Still Lives, Lucy…to win.”
 
   “You sure son?  That’s a lot of dough.”
 
   “Tell it to the old guys over there, they love a slim chance.”
 
   She wrote out my docket, stamped it and handed it over.  It was my last con at the Antrim Road Dog Track and I wasn’t going to watch it from a monitor in the kennel.  I pushed my way through men who stank of sweat, or beer, or piss; interrupted conversation after conversation as I fought my way down the steps to the front where I was only separated from the sandy track by a chicken wire fence.  As the starters shot rang out I thought what if they win? and then it was too late.  The dogs shot out of the traps; even with a gut full of spud the favourites were still a lot more responsive than The King Still Lives and opened up an early lead.  I knew early leads stood for nothing but I couldn’t help but feel the pounding in my chest and the sweat collect on my worried brow.  One lap down and he was in fourth place.  Still plenty of race left but my heart wouldn’t listen and felt as though half the eastern terrace could hear it.  He moved into third on a tight bend as First Class began to feel the effects of a traditional Sunday potato and bowl of parsnip.  As they crossed the line going into the final lap The King Still Lives was tied for second but he still had some work to do if he was going to close down Danny’s Boy who was 2-1 on and should have had £25 riding on him.  “If he comes through I am donkey fucked,” I thought “I’m going to have to sell my laptop to pay that out.”  The third lap was heating up and by now I was screaming.
 
   “Come on King, run you fucking useless bastard!  Run for Christ’s sake!”
 
   He was listening and he was running but Danny’s Boy seemed to be powered by white bread and it was a super strength that they had failed to mention in the form guide.  The King Still Lives made up the ground going into the straight and they were nose-to-nose.  This was going to come down to who was the biggest of their litter and then it happened.  I watched as Danny’s Boy pulled up ten meters from the line and began cacking; his legs locked in some power stance, snout pointed towards the ground.  The King Still Lives crossed the line and everyone looked at one another wondering what the fuck just happened?  I raced as quickly as my legs would carry me up the steps to the teller’s booth and cashed in my ticket just as Danny’s Boy vomited, bringing up two corned beef sandwiches almost entirely whole and unspoiled.  The teller was too busy counting out the winnings to notice the scene from Canine Exorcist but there was a roar rising throughout the stadium and it was only a matter of time before they figured out who won big on that one not to mention who could have given Danny’s Boy his last supper.
 
   “I trust you, you don’t have to count it out loud.” I said.
 
   She stopped somewhere between one thousand eight hundred and one thousand eight hundred and forty and gave me a glare.  My mum’s glare, Karen’s glare, Dani’s glare; it was a universal lady glare that said shut the fuck up.  I’d get used to it but not then, not with the word fix suddenly being banded around.  She counted out the rest as I felt a teenage coronary episode coming on.  She’d wrap it in a rubber band and hand it to me.  I made off like my ass was on fire and skipped out from the place as a wave of commotion landed at the kennels.  I wedged the money as best I could do by my prison wallet and walked into the middle of a profanity spitting oven grabbing my coat.
 
                 “That fucking bitch from Front of House says they ain’t got my money ready!” I said to the kennel master as the owners and trainers queued up to have words with anyone who would listen.
 
                 “That sounds about right Doug.”
 
                 “Yeah well either way if I’m not earning I’m not working.  Tell her to stick it up her peach I’m out of here.”
 
                 I left without looking back and when I got home I settled down to Middlemarch and thinking of the kind of writer I wanted to be.  Her words sang to me, intoxicating me with possibility so I counted my money and imagined it had come from selling a story.
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   THE TWO main buildings of our academic correctional facility were connected on the first floor by a bridge.  Every once and a while two kids would coordinate themselves at either door and trap a teacher out on it by pulling both doors shut and simply walking away.  This usually took place over lunchtime when the classrooms were empty and they’d be stranded out there for a longer period of time.  I was standing at the end of the corridor by one of the bridge’s entrances when I overheard two first year kids talking about getting Miss McCormack out there during what was becoming the soggiest November on record.
 
                 “You don’t want to be doing that to Miss McCormack kids, pick someone else.”
 
                 “Why not?” said the mouthy one.
 
                 “Well I would threaten to beat you into the ground but I wouldn’t have to do that.  You see, she would scream and scream at you until your little balls quivered up inside your beanbag and you burst out crying like a little girl and that would negate the reason you’re doing it.”
 
                 They looked at each other before turning back to me.
 
                 “Jesus-fuckin-Christ, it’s hard to be considered one of the guys when you’ve been made to cry by the finest lady teacher in the place now isn’t it?”
 
                 “He’s right.”
 
                 “Of course I’m fucking right.”
 
                 “We should do it to someone else!” brainstormed the second boy.
 
                 “Bravo children.”
 
                 “Who should we do?”
 
                 “Whoever you want but McCormack is off limits for you two shit stains, try Reynolds.”
 
                 “Yeah?”
 
                 “Yeah, when he gets annoyed his voice goes all transvestite, it’s hilarious.”
 
                 I left them to consider my selection and took up a seat across the playground so I could watch the proceedings.  Reynolds was a devil-looking little man who held a grudge the way most people carried a wallet.  It would be funny to watch him get his and even funnier to watch those two little d-bags get hounded for the rest of their academic career; if that’s what St. Columbus’ offered.
 
                 As I got to the bottom of the stairs I met up with Jason O’Sullivan and Scott Hamill.  I’d formed something of a bond with these two guys in recent weeks, a bond that was cemented when Scott somehow managed to convince one of the first years to have a danger wank in the locker room after football.  Peacock went ape shit and almost beat the kid to death.  When we were first years the older kids used to grab us, turn us upside down and dunk our heads down the toilet; some of the weedier ones even had other boys pissing into the bowl as this happened but they also got served with a lot of suspensions for it which marked their cards for later years.  We’d come up with a way of insuring the juniors fucked themselves and our prints where nowhere near the scene.
 
                 “Where the fuck have you been?” Jason asked; he had broader shoulders than me and shaven almost every damn day.
 
                 “Watch this.” I replied, pointing towards the heavens.
 
                 Reynolds stomped across the concrete bridge like he was invading another country and then the door in front of him slammed shut.  He stopped and turned with just enough time to watch the exit he had just emerged from get yanked shut too – right as the heavens opened washing clean everything and everyone in its path.
 
                 “That is fucking brilliant!” cried Scott.
 
                 “Who’d you put up to that?”
 
                 “Oh they were ready and willing, they just needed a little direction.”
 
                 “He is going to skull fuck them two for sure.”
 
                 “I know right!” 
 
                 If you don’t get the joke then there’s a very good chance you’re the butt of it; everyone’s the butt sometimes and for a moment I thought of Buckerharder and Sixty-Six and a smile crept across my face.
 
                 “Did you hear Jay’s brother is working the Phoenix now?”
 
                 “For real?” I asked
 
                 “Started last weekend.” added Jason.
 
                 “That’s aces!”
 
                 “He says he’ll serve us if we slip him a score.”
 
                 “That’s no problem at all.” I announced
 
                 “You moneybags? I thought you were out of a job?”
 
                 I hesitated for a moment about telling them anything but figured what good is it to have pulled off such a sweet con and not be able to share it with anyone.  The rain was throwing it down and we were close to drowning, all the while Reynolds hammered and screeched from the bridge.  We found an empty classroom, it had been trashed maybe a year or two before and never fixed up.  Jason put his boot to the edge and the door swung open.  We’d claim it as a hobo common room pilfering chairs from other rooms, a table from the canteen and even the coffee machine from the teacher’s lounge to make it more homely but for now all it would be was somewhere dry to talk and smoke.
 
                 They stood rooted to the spot as I talked them through my weeks of potato and sandwiches and Gary the dog lover before one of them spoke.
 
                 “That is fucking awesome, well played big man.”
 
                 “Appreciated.”
 
                 “So then we’ll head to the Phoenix this weekend right?”
 
                 “Sure.”
 
                 “I guess the night is on you.”
 
                 “Only if you’re putting out, I got to get something out of it too you know!”
 
    
 
   We’d head to the Phoenix early.  I’d tell the old lady I was staying at Jason’s as she wasn’t too keen on alcohol after a mini lifetime with Jack and my early trials with vodka.  The Phoenix was what’s known as an old man’s bar with plenty of heavy wood, carpet where a dance floor would instinctively be and wasn’t actually called The Phoenix.  It’s actual title, the one of the deed for the place and the one that hung over the front door was The Watering Hole but it had been burnt down so many times by desperate owners trying to claim the insurance that everyone simply referred to it as The Phoenix; even the local cab drivers didn’t have a clue where The Watering Hole was.
 
                 Jason had dirty fair hair and light skin, the rest of the kids in his family of six children where all incredibly dark and kind of Italian looking.  Gerry Zippo made a crack in first year about his ma opening up for the coal man in order to pay the bills that everyone found hilarious.  The irony lost on Gerry that his old man was one of any number of spunk chuckers who bought his mama a Bacardi before whipping her knickers down in the piss scented back alley.  Jason shot up in second year and Gerry stopped saying word one to him.  He’d head to the bar as he looked the oldest and I’d palm him money every time our bill spilled over the prepaid tab.  They both worked their way through pints of Budweiser; I tried one and found it distasteful after it made it to room temperature so opted for Guinness with a Wild Turkey on the side to sweeten the deal.
 
                 “So what do you say we go get ourselves some women after this one?” said Scott testing the water.
 
                 “Where?” Jason fired back immediately.
 
                 “Fuck, I don’t know man.”
 
                 “The whole point of us drinking here is it’s the one place we’d get fucking served.”
 
                 “The man speaks the bible truth Scotty, if you want to hook yourself some female you’re going to have to take home whatever scraps the Phoenix is offering up.”
 
                 “Maggy Ski-pants!” announced Jason.
 
                 “Fuck off!”
 
                 “I’ll tell you, one of these days…you’re my witness Doug.  One of these days Maggy…”
 
                 “Fuck. Off.”
 
                 “Who’s Maggy Ski-pants?” I asked.
 
                 “Maggy’s a proper wino, she’ll fuck anyone who’ll buy her a Rosé.”
 
                 “Aye she’s a right dirty whore, our Stephen told me she fucked a dog for a bet once.”
 
                 “Wouldn’t be surprised.”
 
                 “Aye she sounds like your type of woman Scotty, get in there before you’re lapping out sloppy seconds from a Golden Retriever.” I said draining off my Guinness before chasing it down.
 
                 “That’s fucking rank, and you need to slow down.”
 
                 “Don’t worry about me.” I said, I could feel the taste for it sweep through me.  I didn’t stand a chance against it.
 
                 The empties would rack up in front of us and they’d give me shit for trying to get in there with Niamh even though Jason had tried and failed once and denounced her as frigid.  I smiled, laughed along and fought the urge to tell them both about Dani.  They’d understand; they’d probably batted a half dozen out to her themselves but they’d make my life hell and I wasn’t ready for that but the more I drank the more I looked for an opportunity to discuss her and in the end I was slightly thankful when the old man came calling.
 
                 “You’re Jackie’s boy ain’t you?” said Dennis and the table winced as the dirty old bastard invited himself amongst us.
 
                 I woke the following morning unsure of a lot of different things.  I was unsure where I was, how I had got there, whether I had spilled the beans about Dani and just how painful it would be to try and get to my feet with my body working off two pints of whiskey and enough Guinness to leave my shit tar-black for days.  Jason’s old man had passed out in front of the TV long before we had gotten home.  I checked my pockets and I had two handfuls of loose change left out of the hundred quid I had brought out.  I made it home for breakfast and grabbed my banjo before heading for the 93 that would carry my aching, brittle body into town but there was no sign of him that day.
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   THE REASONS to stay behind after class were starting to wear paper thin.  If they were jeans the ass would have been hanging out and I would have been red faced long before then.  It was the last class before the Christmas break and rather than assign us another book to analyze over Christmas Miss McCormack let us watch a movie while she stood outside on her mobile phone arguing with her fiancé.  I had shouted down the multitude of opinions and told everyone we were watching The Devils.  By this point I had long since figured out that Oliver Reed was no more my old man than burnt toast gave you cancer but it didn’t mean that it wasn’t nice to slide the VHS in and have it feel like home again.
 
                 “Don’t you be getting a root Paddy like you did with that wrestling one.” snarled Gerry to a chorus of laughs.
 
   Patrick rolled his eyes confident that Gerry couldn’t see them and crossed his ankles under his desk before leaning forward to watch the movie.
 
                 Patrick had snitched on me to Walker.  Granted it was only once but it was enough for the old rat to make me her bottom bitch for that year but as the days progressed I felt more and more sorry for the lanky boy scout.  Gerry was going out of his way to torment him; he was looking for a reaction, a reason to beat the beanpole into the ground but Patrick was either smart or noble or both not to take the bait – whatever way you cut it his parents were world class pricks for sending him to this school.  He didn’t have what it took to survive, anyone could see it.
 
                 When Dani returned from the corridor she put the phone in her desk rather than her bag and her eyes seemed even more sparkly than normal.  Gerry had started throwing things towards Patrick, Dani took the long way round the back of the class before bending over the back of him; her breast perched on his shoulder and began whispering into his ear.  I was close enough to hear it but my head felt like it was under leagues of water as the pressure built and built.  If she had known my affections towards her she could not have been more cruel than she was being having bent over and presented her womanly fleshy mound of derriere to me.  A matter of inches from my face; I no longer had to imagine what she would look like in that position, no longer have to strain to picture what it would be like if she presented herself to me for our nightly ravishing, she was teasing me with her tail and all of a sudden The Devils lost all of its interest.
 
                 The class broke and she wished everyone a Merry Christmas as they filed out the door.  I remained in my seat, rooted to the grey hard plastic.  She retrieved her phone from the drawer and dropped it uncaringly into her bag.  It pleased me that her unseen lover was in the bad books – fuck him.
 
                 “You ok Douglas?”
 
                 “I honestly could not be better Miss.”
 
                 “So then why are you sitting here when there’s a Christmas to be enjoyed.”
 
                 “Or endured.”
 
                 “Absolutely,” she laughed “or endured.”
 
                 “I wanted to give you something.” I said, my heart racing as I bent down and pulled out a present, gift wrapped in red and gold from my bag.
 
                 “You really shouldn’t have.” she reflexed, her face reddening.
 
                 “You wanted to know what kind of writer I wanted to be…Merry Christmas.”
 
                 “Something you’ve written?”
 
                 “No, nothing I’ve written but what I’m aiming for…maybe, if I take the class.”
 
                 “You’ll take the class.” she said knowingly.
 
                 “Merry Christmas Miss McCormack.”
 
                 “Merry Christmas Mr. Morgan.” And as I went to pass her she’d kiss me on the cheek and damn near cause my heart to explode.
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   IT WAS ALMOST Christmas and Castle Street was quiet, hard, muggy.  Primark loomed to the right, Copperfield’s and several butchers and fishmongers to the left, the low gloomy Belfast skyline took care of above, the street stank of fish and urine but it was quiet, and banjo free.  As I reached the turn off on to Copperfield’s.  I saw tracksuits, the blur of white Nike and a dark blob of a shape laying on the ground that was absorbing the brunt of several heavy and strategically placed kicks from sporting youths.  A heavy thud was met with a groan which caught my attention and alerted me to the sickening fact that they weren’t mud stomping garbage bags.  I stopped dead in my tracks, motionless, forgetting even to breathe and I watched.  I watched kick after kick, several punches on what must have been the top of the head and I listened to them laughing, two thugs taking pleasure in a hard day’s assaulting.  I caught a glimpse, a flash really but it pushed me into action.  I raced across the street, ignorant to whether there was any traffic that could halt me, I ran full pelt towards the navy Adidas tracksuit and ploughed straight into its owner.  Head first into his ribs which gave way with a haunting crunch.  I grabbed him by the throat, pinning navy to the red clad wall of the front of the bar and began smashing his face in. 
 
   Punch after punch after punch raining down on his broken, spraying nose until he went limp.  The second hoody had turned his attention to me and caught me with an elbow before grabbing me by the scruff of the neck and spinning me around, tossing me across the street towards the blue industrial bins that lingered to the side of an American themed off-license.  I landed hitting my head on the ground; it took some of the steam out of me but not for long.  Soon the second one was over me, laying in boot after boot, I caught one and tightened my grip around it before dragging his leg in, pulling him towards me, off balance and to the ground.  Then I was on top of him, right hand jammed down on top of his nose, index and fuck you fingers digging into his eyes, thumb burrowing in the hinge of his jaw turning his face away from me and giving me some head to punch at.  My left arm pummeled him, pummeled him until he began to cry and beyond, until he fell silent, until blood was spouting from his beady little eyes, nose, mouth and ears.  My head felt like it was going to pop, the blood boiled inside my skull, all I could hear was pressure.  The sound of a world under massive amounts of water as I beat his face unrecognizable and then a little more for luck.
 
   I was dragged from him, still punching, kicking, focused on killing him.  Dad pinned me against the wall, his nose bleeding, his right eye fat and heavy.  He looked frightened, less of them than he was of me and the familiar look that burned just behind my eyes.  The look that had extinguished in him when his fifties arrived.  Eventually I calmed enough to hear him.  What chance did I stand?
 
   “Douglas, Douglas…son calm down.  It’s ok boy, calm yourself.”
 
   “I am calm.”
 
   “No you’re not.  Just calm, breathe before you kill one of those little bastards and ruin your life.” he said matter of fact.
 
   “Ok.” I said with a deep exhale.
 
   “Good.  Now let’s get out of here before someone has to explain what happened.”
 
   Dad took me to his place across the Albert Bridge.  I couldn’t tell you where it was, I was unfamiliar with that part of the city at that age.  I hadn’t ventured out of the areas the North Belfast ghetto mentality would deem safe but it was small.  The living room sat to the rear of the house, with the front room kept “for good”.  It made his world dark as the only window in the concrete den had its access to the sun obscured by the high wall and the house across the communal yard.  The couch didn’t match the armchairs and the paintwork was chipping.  A thin blue carpet sat on the floor, the carpet at home felt deep and comfortable but this barely covered the cold coming off the slab floor.   Dad made me a cup of tea, my hands had begun to shake uncontrollably as the last of the adrenaline dripped from my body.  He poured himself a glass of vodka and cracked open a can of beer.  He took a seat, looking across the room at me with an odd admiration in his eye.
 
   “You handle yourself quite well.”
 
   “Why were those guys attacking you?”
 
   “Old debt.  Nothing to worry about really.” he slurped his beer.
 
   I nodded, not entirely sure it wasn’t something to worry about.
 
   “How is your banjo coming along?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You still have your banjo correct?” he all but stated.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So how is it coming along?  What can you play?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, matter of fact “I haven’t really touched it.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “So you don’t want to learn a little something then?” he asked, getting up and removing his banjo from the nook under the stairs next to the door to the kitchen.
 
   He tuned up quickly before calling me out of my armchair and on to the couch beside him.  He played something familiar, something catchy real quick before turning towards me and explaining each chord to me from right to left.
 
   “This is your E,” he said plucking the first chord “then A,” second, “D,” he played the third “and G” the fourth.  “First finger, second fret on E gives you F sharp” he played it to demonstrate.  “Second finger, third fret on A gives you C.  You’re going to want to have your index cover the first two frets, your middle finger the next two and your third on the fifth.”
 
   “What about after the fifth?” I asked; he chuckled.
 
   “Let’s deal with the first five for now, ok son?” I liked how he called me son.
 
   “Ok Dad.”
 
   “So we’ll play F sharp, open A, then C, then A again.  Can you do that?”
 
   He handed me his banjo.  It was weighted in the base, a lot heavier than mine and the wood was darker.  It barely even shone.  If anything it looked like it absorbed the light.  I played what he told me, slowly at first, hands shaking with nerves and desire to please.  He nodded in approval.
 
   “Good.  Now don’t stop, play it over and over ‘til you get it.”
 
   I played it twice, then twice more, then twice more with a little speed.  Dad finished his beer, drained his vodka and poured himself another.
 
   “Like this?” I asked, trying not to notice the vodka.
 
   “Good.  You practice and I’ll write down the rest, you practice that too and if you want we can work on some more together.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   Dad went to the kitchen and returned with a pen and a sheet of paper.  He was left handed like me, and like me he played a right handed banjo.  He drew out the neck of the banjo, marking up the chords on the frets with their letters before writing the letters along the bottom that I’d need to play.  I wished my songbook had looked this easy.  He folded it over and put it into my shirt pocket as I practiced over and over again.  A smile crept across his face lighting up his bruised mouth.  I handed him back his banjo and he played what he had taught me at speed, with some embellishments.
 
   “What’s that one called?” I asked enthusiastically.
 
   “That’s the Kerry Polka, Douglas.  It’s good isn’t it?!”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And not too hard, right?”
 
   “Not hard at all.”
 
   “Well, wait ‘til you learn the rest of it before you say that.  So why don’t you practice that and we can come together again and go over it…maybe learn a few other tunes to get you started.”
 
   “That sounds great.”
 
   “Good, just don’t go stealing my busking spot you hear?” he said, his once massive fist playfully wagging in my face.
 
   He stood up, setting his instrument in the armchair and gave me my cue to stand up too.  He opened the living room door and walked me to the front.  Throwing on his coat we stepped out of his house and he’d walk me back into the centre of town.  En route everyone seemed to know him; they all referred to him as “Jackie” he’d acknowledge them with a wink and to those who asked he’d introduce me as “my boy Doug”.  We walked in an awkward silence and when we talked about anything it was slightly laboured but it was good, it felt natural having a relationship with this man.  He asked after Mum but never in a way that seemed like he was fishing to know where we lived.  He seemed calm, though his flask never left his hand.  He walked me as far as May Street on the edge of town and my familiarity.  He gave me a hug and told me he’d see me soon before turning and disappearing up the street he had just come from.  I watched for a while before running to the bus.  I was starving; when I got home I horsed my dinner before fleeing to my room and working on the Kerry Polka for the rest of the evening.
 
   The following morning there was a knock on the door that woke me from my heavy sleep.  I had spent most of the night reading some writers I had discovered and picturing what Dani’s rump looked like without that skirt getting in the way.  Suddenly downstairs was filled with roars of laughter and voices I could almost recall.  I dragged my prematurely weary bones down the flight of stairs I had been neglecting to vacuum for weeks.  Mum’s health wasn’t what it once was and though she was still a tough old bird she had had to give up the cigarettes to hold the asthma at bay.  She was stubborn, I got that trait from her, there was no nicotine patches or gum or twenty-four hour telephone support line or hypnosis she just lit her last cigarette and said “leave me in peace to enjoy this because it’s going to be my last one” and then it was.
 
   “You’re joking me!” she screamed “I can’t believe…awk what a beautiful surprise, why didn’t you let me know you were coming?  I would have got this one to help me tidy up.”
 
   “Put the bags in the living room,” Aunt Ruby said to her wave of children “John found himself in a spot of trouble and we figured…”
 
   “I was coming over to crash with you Ruth,” added John in a thick Midlands accent “and the rest of these fuckers tagged along.”
 
   They even brought a dog which Bosco wasn’t a fan of and demonstrated his disliking by spending the entire time in my room turning the air inhabitable with his geriatric canine gas releases.
 
   Mum made tea for the entire Bruce army as children from twenty-nine down to twelve camped out on chairs and the cold floor in the kitchen supping down on Tetley and chewing over a mini mountain of tuna fish sandwiches cut into triangles.  Tara would come home and immediately see the chance to volunteer to stay at her boyfriend’s in order to create more space for our cousins to bunk down.
 
   “Really Tara?  How awfully generous of you!” Tara’s face lit up
 
   “Thanks Mum.”
 
   “I mean to volunteer to abandon your family over Christmas, the one time of year when it should mean so much…”
 
   “I wouldn’t pack a bag just yet love.” Ruby added, draining off a cup, still in her coat.
 
   “I think of the amount of time I have and your Aunt Ruby have sacrificed ourselves for you children and this is the wonderful way you want to repay us.  Sit your hole down we’re reminiscing.”
 
   Tara tucked her bony ass down on the edge of the radiator and chewed her tongue trying not to look too disgusted at how badly she had just been word beaten by the matriarch.
 
   “Don’t worry Tara,” offered Brenda “they’re old birds, they can’t go on all night.”
 
   “No it’ll just fucking feel like it.” offered another who was out of sight.
 
   “You’re not too old for a smacked arse.” Mum informed them.
 
   Eventually John pointed out that the following day was Christmas and unless we started making plans the turkey wouldn’t last a once around the table let alone evening sandwiches and he was right.  He was also quick to volunteer going out to get another bird for the table to which I immediately stood up and took as an invite to go help.
 
   The Oldpark Road was a stretch of urban decay and getting worse.  By this point there was as many people not working as there were and half of them saw it as a badge of honour to leech back off the British state what they couldn’t take by force.  John was an Irish boy alright but he had served in the British army and somehow had managed to hold on to his service revolver after leaving.  He had packed it in Wolverhampton and crossed on the ferry from Liverpool to Belfast with it jiggling around inside a ball of undies fully loaded and now it sat down the front of his trousers as we walked towards the Cavehill; towards nature and a turkey farmer he remembered when he was last over visiting us.
 
   “You were just a wee shitter at the time, you wouldn’t remember it.”
 
   “Was it in Rosapena?” I asked.
 
   “Before that.”
 
   I didn’t know there was a house before that but bowed to his knowledge.
 
   As we got closer and closer to the bottom of the Cavehill the houses became bigger and more spaced out.  Eventually we were standing in front of a three storey detached house with a front and rear garden that sat in the shadow of the hill.  Climbing over the garden fence John started looking around as though he was about to whisper a turkey.  I wouldn’t have been convinced we were related if it wasn’t for the fact that he looked like Jeff.  He was light haired and it was thin, he was already starting to reflect at certain spots at the back of his dome.  I watched mesmerized as he looked left and then right and then started making cooing noises, as a light came on in the kitchen he fired two shots into the air and ran to the side of the house.  The owner raced out looking all round him before spotting and charging towards me.
 
   “Hey you, kid!  What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
 
   I froze; barely understanding what the hell was taking place as John ran into the bull’s kitchen opened his refrigerator and jammed the largest turkey I had ever seen inside his coat before zipping it up and running out of the house, down the side and clearing the front fence in one leap.
 
   As the enraged man got close I turned and high-tailed it as quickly as possible leaving him confused and minus one poultry.  I’d catch up with John as he stood at a crossroads smoking a roll-up cigarette and laughing manically.
 
   “Suppose you think that was funny!” I spat.
 
   “That was excellent.”
 
   “So what was all this shit about a turkey farmer?”
 
                 “Would you have come with me if you knew?”
 
                 I was starting to see the kind of trouble Ruby meant and wondered if I stood a chance of escaping the same.  On the way home he bought a bottle of cider with the money he was given for the turkey and we drank it as we strolled home fresh from victory.
 
                 The next day thirteen of us ate like Kings, John would throw me the occasional knowing glance and I’d smile with every bite of white meat that had come from urban turkey rustling.  In the evening I’d practice the Kerry Polka and Aidan, the cousin I looked most like, would watch before asking “Who taught you how to play that?”
 
                 “My dad.” I’d say.
 
                 “You reckon you could show it to me?”
 
                 “I reckon so.” I said, handing him over my banjo.
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   WE’D MEET on Saturday afternoons after my monstrous weekend job had ended for that day and the bulk of the workload was done by someone not even sixteen while thirty-year-olds slept it off in the staff room.  We were still rehearsing in secret, I hadn’t the heart or the bravery in me to tell Mum and maybe hurt her feelings.  Three weekends in and my banjo ability was fast approaching a halfway decent amateur as not only did I seem to have a natural affinity towards the instrument but I had an eagerness to please that could rival any virgin’s boner.  I’d gotten used to the course from the Victoria Centre to the Albert Bridge and the ins-and-outs of the side streets that led to my old man’s place.  So used to it that, I’d call up for him on one occasion springing him from his slumber and into the business-end of a machete attack of a hangover.  I tentatively remembered the mornings when waking him was like waking a wild beast but those days were gone.  His skin had wrinkled, his hair colour had exhausted and his demeanour had softened.
 
   The house showed signs of a woman’s touch, too many cushions, a banister free of dust and at least one pair of frilly knickers hanging from the washing line that I now know to be crotchless.  I never met the woman in Jack’s life, he kept his schedule strict and his two worlds separate.  Bar the presence of a tea cup not spiked with half a bottle of Jameson I doubt she’d ever know I was there.
 
   We took our seats in the living room, Dad would arrange the armchairs so we could play face to face; he’d slow his hands down to a speed I could comprehend and I’d do my best to pick it up as quickly as possible.  He never mentioned it and I never commented but he had spruced the place up a bit since the first time I had been there, or maybe it was her.  I knew his trade used to be plasterer/labourer/painter/decorator before he found himself on the 9-5 booze trail; whoever’s idea it was a good job had been done.
 
   “So’d you get the knack of Shoe the Donkey then?” he asked, tuning up.
 
   “Yeah, that and the Polka.”
 
   “I thought you would.  It suits you because you’re left handed you see.  A little bit more fretty than some of the others.” Jack explained.
 
   I nodded in faux agreement.
 
   “Ok, so play me in.”
 
   I played Shoe the Donkey for the old man; he came in and accompanied pushing the pace up ever so slightly on the second time around.
 
   “You have been practicing.” his face beaming with pride.
 
   “Morning, noon and night.”
 
   “How’s your mother taking to the sound of the banjo being in her house again?”
 
   “She’s ok with it.  Think maybe she thinks I’ll get bored with it and move on to something else.”
 
   “Why would she think that?”
 
                 “She bought me a typewriter a while back and I got myself a laptop too.  I never use them now though.”
 
                 “You fancy yourself a writer, huh?”
 
                 My mouth cracked from dryness, I didn’t have to think to remember his mantra.
 
   “Who knows, I read a lot of books I liked.  I figured maybe you know…”
 
                 “You any good?”
 
                 “I don’t bother with that anymore.”
 
                 “There is an ugliness in being paid for work one does not like.  You ever hear that before Douglas?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Gave up writing then.  Probably for the best,” he stabbed at me “It’s not something that you can just fall in and out of.  It takes practice, you get bored often?”
 
   “Often enough.  Not on this though.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because you play the banjo too.”
 
   “Right,” Jack stated changing pace “what would you like to learn now?  I can teach you either the John Ryan Polka or Tripping up the Stairs.”
 
   “Which one’s more fretty?” I asked.
 
   “They’re both pretty fretty, Tripping’s a little more up and down.” he slid his left hand up and down the neck of the banjo.
 
   “Ok well let’s try that then.”
 
   He laughed “You’re game as a badger, I will certainly give you that much.  Ok so this is Tripping up the Stairs at speed.”
 
   He played the song at a breakneck speed, dropping in little pieces of style and filler to pad out the sound.  It was nothing short of amazing.  As he came to the end of the tune he’d slow it right down in order to walk me through it.
 
   “F, A, A then down to G, B, B,” he pointed out while playing “make sure you use all three fingers on this one it’ll make it easier for you…and F, A, D min…good.”
 
   As I practiced Dad grabbed his notepad and jotted down the rest of the chords for me to work up the whole song over the week; my “homework” as he’d call it.  I slowly but surely found my fingering, he watched me strumming on his antique instrument before breaking into a little Dueling Banjos, he realized that I had seen that movie and knew what he was referring to.
 
   We threw our coats on and braced the sharp tongue of Belfast winter.  We ended up in the Park Inn Hotel.  It never really changed much over the decades.  I had soup and a sandwich and a cheeky half pint that Jack paid for; he started in on the doubles and pointed out to everyone who’d pay attention that I was his boy.  An hour later and he was slumped in his seat, the bartender had an arrangement with him which he’d provide Dad table service in exchange for him not trying to walk to the bar and bothering any of the hotel’s residence.  I knew it was my time to leave when the conversation fell silent.  Jack’s mood changed like the tides; the caring father part of the day had receded.  I gave him a partial hug as I got to my feet.
 
   “So I’ll work on that one this week Dad, maybe we could go looking at straps or something for mine next week.”
 
   “You plan of playing standing up?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not much use for a strap then boy.” strangeness had arrived in his voice.
 
   “I guess.  Thanks for teaching me Dad.”
 
   “See you next week Douglas.” he said, draining his pint.
 
   I left without looking back, the old man with his hair slicked back, slumped in his seat sinking Guinness.  On the way down the road it occurred to me that he wasn’t completely against the idea of being a writer as a profession, certainly seemed a lot more open to it than he was comic book illustrator.  I made a mental note to try and steer the conversation in that direction the next time we sat down across from one another.
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   FORTWILLIAM’S intersection with the Antrim Road was slowly turning into a warzone and by the time I’d reached fourth year it was showing little sign of improving.  The problem was the bus lines which different schools crossed at.  The two Protestant girls’ schools directly facing our rear entrance were not the issue; the only thing that seemed to trump politics and religion was firm tits and an onion butt.  The problem was the Protestant boy’s school that lay a little further up the road and would often pelt our bus with blue paint or bricks so that it ended up in no fit shape for occupation.  When this occurred we’d repay them in kind by waiting at the intersection and when their bus came within range we’d give it everything we had in us.  One day two first years got on the wrong bus and took the thumping of their young lives, the next day two of our fifth years grabbed one of the Model students and covered his head in green, white and orange paint before giving him a kicking and sending him home to his parents temporarily branded.  That Friday O’Reilly emerged from the Comfortable Place for the first time in months.
 
   “This feud with the Boys’ Model stops today, any boy involved in anymore violence will be immediately suspended.  This is your only warning gentlemen, think twice before you screw your little lives up.”
 
    
 
   On Saturday I lay on the couch and nursed one when something seemed to rattle the house.  I wasn’t entirely sure of whether it was in my head or not until I saw a wave of people race through our cul-de-sac into the next street like The Rolling Stones had just materialized from out of nowhere.  I was in the house alone; it was becoming more and more frequent for this to occur.  I’d get to my feet and throw on my shoes ignoring the laces’ plea for orderly looping and step outside.  Every car in the cul-de-sac, which was in the high twenties as they all parked outside the church which faced our house, was screaming.  Their headlights flashing, their siren yelping, their black and red and white and silver finishes all covered in a layer or grey dust.  The same dust sat on every window even though I had watched the neighbour’s wife out cleaning and soaping them earlier.  The sky itself seemed to be made up of grey brick dust and that’s when Jeff turned the corner.  His hair dull, his face and tee shirt united in one muted colour; the only deviation from the dull grey he was coated in being a dark red trickle of blood that came from his ear.  He walked right up to me and asked for a glass of water.
 
   “Fuck Jeff what happened?”
 
                 “My mouth tastes funny,” he explained unblinking “I need a glass of water.”
 
                 I’d stoop to go eye-to-eye with him, taking both of his arms in my hands.
 
                 “What the fuck happened Jeff?!”
 
                 “Andrew.”
 
                 “What about Andrew?”
 
                 He’d point in the direction of the parochial hall and before I knew what had happened I knew what must have happened because I grabbed my phone and ran in the imaginary line round the side of the house which Jeff’s finger had charted for me.  People were queued twenty deep taking in the spectacle; people who had never went anywhere near the parish hall in their forty years on the planet now crowded round to witness the boy who had the worst fucking luck anyone was likely to have and still manage to survive.
 
                 Jeff would explain later how they’d been walking past the parochial hall which had just had security fences installed recently after six thefts in eight months.  He was carrying his football and talking to his friend Andrew when the little freckly kid slapped the ball from under Jeff’s arm and booted it towards the security fence.  The next thing Jeff knew he had a mouth full of dirt, two clogged eyes and ringing in his ears that felt like someone had built a school in his skull without applying for planning permission.
 
                 The fog would clear and he’d see what I’d see – Andrew impaled on two security forks that sat on top of the fence; the only thing keeping his red tubing inside his body being the fact he was hanging upside down.  I got through to the emergency services and had no sooner hung up than we all had our attention dragged back down into the neighbouring cul-de-sac as a steady pop-pop-pop-pop-pop rang out but louder.  I was still towards the back of the crowd so was able to run in the direction in time to see a car speed off through our cul-de-sac and out on to the main Oldpark Road.  
 
                 The house belonged to the old lady’s best friend, they spent most Saturday’s drinking tea and talking over old times in her front room, the front room that now had it’s face riddled with perfect little round holes that hissed steam as the loose brick dust escaped and danced in the air.  I had barely begun to process the realm of possible consequences when my mum appeared from out of the crowd holding her friend’s Chihuahua which had managed to throw it’s leash and dart off in what was now a harmless direction.  She’d throw an arm around me and kiss my head and I was relieved.  She’d see Jeff who was standing by our front door drinking a glass of water covered in dust and under that a healthy coating of Andrew’s heme and call him over for a sticky embrace too.
 
                 She’d send us inside like she did with me before and when the cops arrived an hour later she’d give them shit about their response time in as many ears as she could abuse.
 
                 When we got back to school the following Monday word came down from the Model that some of the older boys thought what had transpired in the heart of (sometimes) working class North Belfast was funny.  One kid even bragged to know someone involved.
 
                 “Your boy Carter in fifth year is looking to pull together a gang, anyone who wants to fuck their shit up should skip the last period today and meet him down by the back entrance.” informed Jason.
 
                 “But what about all that shit O’Reilly was saying?” Scott queried.
 
                 “He can’t fucking suspend us all.”              
 
   “So you’re in then Doug?”
 
                 “Fuck yes I’m in.”
 
                 I’d never given a shit about religion, Mum always raised us to measure a person by what they did rather than how they pronounce ‘H’ but what chance did I stand?  She had a temper, the old man wasn’t shy of a short fuse either and I wanted to look that kid who thought it was funny in the eye and watch his face turn from smug narrow-mindedness to contorted in agony as I smashed in every loathsome fucking tooth in his foul fucking face.  My blood boiled at the prospect of getting my hands round his neck and ringing the life force clean out of it before using his limp corpse as a weapon on anyone else who’d get in my god-damn way.  This had fuck all to do with religion, this was about family.
 
    
 
   Our last class of the day was French.  Scott nabbed some soldering metal from the technology department and jammed it in the lock of the classroom door before heating it up with his lighter, it burned bright and set perfectly.
 
                 “By the time she gets through dealing with that it’ll be home time anyway.” he boasted.
 
                 We met with Carter and the fifth form kids as slowly but surely the school emptied.  We were no longer a group of punks playing hooky we were slowing turning into an army.  Gerry Zippo rolled up his sleeves and slapped Chris Foster on his small shoulders.  Chris was smaller than some of the first year students and as a result of taking up smoking too early in life would stay that way for as long as we knew him; the kids called him Peahead for obvious reasons and it stuck so good that only those of us who knew him from Primary school actually knew his full name.
 
                 “Alright Peahead, what the fuck are you doing here?” Gerry said.
 
                 “Looking to do some damage.”
 
                 “You planning on headbutting a lot of dicks are you?”
 
                 “Fuck up Zippo face!” demanded Carter, he was the only one who made reference to the scar Gerry’s old man left him.
 
                 We’d march up the dark road as trees shook in the wind and cast leaves upon us like confetti and slowly but surely our numbers continued to grow as we came closer and closer to the main entrance of the Model school.
 
                 Word had spread before us, when we arrived at the school gates they had amassed a fighting battalion of their own; many of them bigger, broader, meaner looking than Carter and Jason combined.  It didn’t matter though, I didn’t want to beat all of them just one in particular – although who that was sat as a mystery before me.  I contented myself with the fact that whoever got in my way would be tagged it.
 
                 Our two lines stood long-eye fucking one another across a picturesque no-man’s land.  Out of respect we waited for Carter to set us loose, I imagine the other side did the same.  Eventually a rock came hurtling through the sky and struck one of the kids on our end on the shoulder and then it all exploded.  Both sides charged forward, snarls and screams roaring from every direction.  Jason had raced in front of me and clobbered one greasy looking poster boy with a hammered fist that switched his lights straight out.  I jumped over his body as he lay dangerously in the way and landed right in the thick of it.  I’d take the forehead to an unknown nose scrambling my brain for a moment and spraying claret all over the front of my uniform.
 
                 “Ya Fenian bastard!” screamed a boy an inch or two shorter than me as he charged into me, both arms swinging.
 
                 He caught me good on the side of the head but there was no force to it or to him.  I laid one into his mouth and he rocked backwards so I grabbed him by the tie and did it again and again and again until someone else got my attention and I dropped him as though he was a Marlboro that was down to the filter.  I got two fingers in the eye and then found myself in a headlock with someone else kicking at me from directions unknown.  I grabbed the kid by his swingers and twisted until he let go then I clobbered him square in the throat sending him to ground gasping.  Jason had the grey school jumper ripped clean off his back but he was laying in heavy boots into a kid on the ground like he was putting something back in place; I looked round to see Scott smash someone who looked just like him into a brick wall but Gerry Zippo was getting schooled.  I charged towards the kid but as I did Carter beat me to it and punted the boy a good ten yards off Gerry.  Even Peahead was holding his own; rabbit punching his way through the basketball teams rib cages until out of nowhere a red brick collided mid-air with the side of his head sending out the most vicious thud and switching his lights off.  The thrower started laughing and went to run; I gave chase and caught the little coward just inside their school grounds.  I pounded him three times on the back of the head before the caretaker dragged me off him and give me a thump on the nose for my trouble.  As I lay on the ground coughing through my red fountain I saw the kid disappear and the caretaker slowly walk back towards the main school building.
 
                 I was on my feet with my belt coiled around my hand before I could think and the only thing that hurt more than the wonky nose was the bloody pressure hissing in my ears.  I caught up with the man and give him a licking that Frankie McIntyre would have been relieved to avoid.  When I got back most of the kids were gone, I watched as Jason and Scott stood smoking cigarettes and then the three of us saw Peahead get bundled into the back of a car and driven in the direction of the Mater Hospital.  As the sirens rang out we disappeared into the tree line and worked our way slowly home knowing no pre-planned narrative in the world could explain the damage to our weather beaten faces or school uniforms.  
 
   15
 
                “I get it,” said Miss McCormack, her hands firmly planted on those hips “you’re one of those guys huh?!”
 
                 “And what if I am?!” I said defiantly.
 
                 “I took you for more than that, that’s all but don’t worry about it that’s my mistake, it won’t happen again.  It’s probably a good idea that you’re not too wowed with taking my class this year, me being Protestant and all.”
 
                 Of course she was, I was wild about her.  It was only an honest to Hannah law of sod that she would be and that I’d make myself look like one of those ignorant cunts this place grew so well.  If I had been a smarter guy or less like either parent I would have been physically able to back down, but what chance did I stand?
 
                 “I guess so.”
 
                 “Well you heard the Head Master, get yourself down to his office and report for your suspension.” she said, turning her back on me.
 
                 I’d reluctantly leave without saying my bit.  I’d stomp across the bridge down the stairs and round the back of the school towards the break in the trees and the rural-like trail that would lead to the Comfortable Place.
 
                 I’d take what was my usual seat in the waiting room, the peat fire roaring and scenting the air with a nostalgic idea of Ireland.
 
                 “Send him in!” hollered O’Reilly.
 
                 I had watched as his secretary had complained of sickness and he had sent her home twenty minutes earlier so I got to my feet straightened my spare tie and let myself in.  I’d make a beeline for the decanter but he’d cut me off with a palm to the air.
 
                 “Nope, no drink for you Mr. Morgan, punishment for being such a disobedient little prick.”
 
                 I studied his tired old face as it rested behind his hands before pulling out my cigarettes and lighting one up.  I’d offer the pack his direction and he’d take one for now and…
 
                 “One for later, we’ll call that asshole tax.”
 
                 “Very good sir.”
 
                 “Are you humouring me Douglas?”
 
                 “No sir, and may I add how handsome you look in that suit…very Simon Templar and shit.”
 
                 “I like you boy, why do you have to be such a pain in my ass?”
 
                 “In fairness I haven’t been here due to official business in a while.”
 
                 “True son, very true but I’ve still got to suspend you.”
 
                 “You really got to do that?”
 
                 “Afraid so, two weeks starting now and then you’re on probation for six months one misstep and you’re done.”
 
                 “Fuck sir, that’s a little harsh.”
 
                 “Can’t be seen to play favourites my boy.” he said puffing down on my cigarettes.
 
                 “Will this be going on my final record?”
 
                 “You looking educated beyond your five years here son?”
 
                 “Hard to imagine there being more out there to learn than what’s spilled out in the maximum security classrooms here but yeah…I mean maybe.  I was going to take Miss McCormack’s creative writing class but she’s pretty much put the skids on that.”
 
                 “Those are the breaks, now if you don’t mind you’re suspended and a lousy drinking partner so get the hell out of my office.”
 
                 “Don’t suppose I could finish off today before…”
 
                 “Go home Mr. Morgan, take your lumps like a real man.”
 
                 I stubbed out my cigarette and left the school.  I’d look up towards Dani’s classroom to see if she was looking out for me but there was no sign of her and I felt stupid for it.  I’d head into town to see the old man and maybe grab a beer with him but his spot on Castle Street was unattended and the barman at Copperfield’s who Dad called Clive even though it wasn’t Clive anymore hadn’t seen him.
 
                 I’d get home and break the bad news to the old lady who rather than thump me and call me all the names of the day just shook her head and deflated a little more.  She sat in the living room which was undergoing another makeover with her head in her hands.
 
                 “Have I been that bad a mother?” she’d ask earnestly.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Tara’s moving out to live with that fucking retard of a boyfriend, you’re getting yourself thrown out of school and Jeff’s hanging out at that shop again with those drug dealing bastards!  What did I do wrong?”
 
                 I’d reach an arm towards her but I didn’t know how an embrace should fit when she was teary like that so I stopped and lay the stranded hand on her shoulder.
 
   “It’s two weeks Mum, that’s it.”
 
                 “Oh it’s always something, it’ll be something else soon enough.”
 
                 “Seriously chill out a bit, it’s two weeks when I get back in I’m going to do that creative writing course and you’ll see…”
 
                 “I thought you wanted to be a graphic designer.”
 
                 “No Ma, you wanted me to be a graphic designer.”
 
                 “So you’re going to be a writer now then?”
 
                 “I don’t know maybe, we’ll see if anything comes out.”
 
                 I got to my room and eased the lid off a pint of whiskey I kept into my football boots mixed it with some ginger ale and climbed back into my book.
 
    
 
   The next morning I rose directionless.  I got dressed and washed my teeth before heading to the parade of shops that sat on the fork of the road where the Oldpark Road split with Rosapena Street.  I’d hand over the money for my order and call a cab to take me to school.
 
                 When I arrived it had just turned break-time.  As I strolled through the playground every little snot-nosed brat would stop and point at me and the large bouquet that sat awkwardly in my hands.  I would have preferred if they were all somewhere else but if they weren’t littering the tarmac in the open spaces they were occupying the classrooms and the thought of an audience of thirty for this made my balls hide inside me.  I got to her door and knocked twice waiting for her to call me in.  The door would inch open and I’d tentatively step inside the classroom where she was going over lesson plans, a pencil tucked behind her brown curls, keeping them at bay.
 
                 The neckline of her dress plunged to excitable levels and it was only when I saw the smoothness of her bosom that I realized just how stupid this whole fucking stunt was but by that point I’d crossed into the target zone and any retreat would result in a greater shooting down than ploughing ahead could ever cause.  I’d pull the flowers in front of me and pray they were made of Kevlar.
 
                 “Douglas.” her voice stressed my name.
 
                 “So the old man could never say sorry when he was in the wrong which was all too often…so he’d bring flowers home instead.”
 
                 “I’m not too sure that’s entirely appropriate here,” she said, getting to her feet, her dress dancing around her curves “and I don’t think I can accept these.”
 
                 “You can always return them if you don’t like them, just take them to the lamp post at the corner of Fortwilliam.”
 
                 She laughed “They’re beautiful.”
 
                 “Then they suit you.”
 
                 There it was, it was out, out before I could have the none pecker related part of my brain check it for typos or school boy errors.  She’d blush, not shying away from the comment in a way that I liked and as she grew redder and accepted the flowers into her waiting arms I did my best to wrangle down the salute my bugger stick was attempting.
 
   “I’m not one of those guys, you know that right?”
 
                 She nodded.
 
                 “It’s a long story but it was personal is all…I’m not…”
 
                 “I know, I know you’re not.  Thank you for the flowers.”
 
                 “You’re welcome.”
 
                 “Shouldn’t you be heading to class?”
 
                 “Suspended.”
 
                 “Right.  Then shouldn’t you be enjoying your freedom?”
 
                 “I’m off to do that right now, just wanted to do this first.”
 
                 “Much appreciated Douglas.  I’ll see you in two weeks then…maybe.”
 
                 “Yeah maybe.”
 
                 “We have Henry Miller, so be prepared.”
 
                 “Maybe.” I said, backing out the door.
 
                 As I left the school teachers and pupils were eyeballing me, all wondering and speculating what had brought me here.  I couldn’t have cared less.  I was walking two inches off the ground.  I didn’t need a cigarette but I had one anyway and watched from the front gate as Gerry Zippo bullied a couple of the tiny kids.  I should have cared how he escaped the suspension but I didn’t; I didn’t care about much of anything just how red she got.
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   THE OLD LADY put me to work as though I was a house servant and she didn’t waste a god-damn minute doing it clapping her hands inches from my face moments after 9AM the next morning.
 
                 “Chop, chop!”
 
                 “Are you shitting me?”
 
                 “You going to fuck around in school, well I can’t do much about that but while you’re out in the cold you’re going to work and wish to God you weren’t.  Now, get your ass out of bed!” she barked “Breakfast is on the table, if I’ve to come up and do this twice I’ll be bringing a pot of water with me.”
 
                 She’d leave and I’d rummage around behind my head in the chest of drawers I’d stuck there to allow me to get dressed without having to get vertical too early.  I threw on a pair of boxers, a white tee and a pair of jeans before skipping downstairs.
 
                 The gutters at the front and back of the house were overhanging with green slop.  I took the ladder up with a handful of plastic bags tucked into my back pocket and began scraping them out.  I’d work a few feet before lighting up a cigarette and, being careful not to use any of my gutter fingers, would smoke it down to the tip before stubbing it out in the damp of the gutter and dropping them down into the bag.  The old man’s quote came to mind.  He may have been a bastard and a fiend of an old drunk but that didn’t make the prickly faced old codger wrong.  I’d fill another bag and spark up another cigarette as the ladder shuddered and shook below my feet.
 
                 “Earthquake test muthafucka!” Jason called out.
 
                 “You’re a funny prick aint’ you?!”
 
                 “Damn right.”
 
                 “Funnier yet when I drop a deuce on you.”
 
                 He’d hold it firm and I’d descend with my four bags of moss, dropping them into the bin before it occurred to me that Jason was also suspended but yet still out of bed with the milkmen.
 
                 “So what’s up baby?” I’d ask.
 
                 “Running up to Jamaica Street for the old man,” he said slipping a cigarette out of my pack “his brother died last week and they’re coming to clear out his house tomorrow.  He never got married but had something like eight fucking kids, all of them crack-heads.  Dad wants me to clear the place out of anything valuable so those fucking junkies don’t pawn it.”
 
                 I’d tag along as the chance to escape being kicked around by the schizophrenic wind at the top of a ladder was too good to resist.  Jason’s granddad was a militant old asshole who spent half of his days behind bars and still managed to have an army of kids.  He’d name them all after revolutionaries regardless of their mothers’ opinions on the matter making Jason’s uncle the only Ché I had ever heard of in North Belfast.
 
                 He lived like a bachelor; two plates in the cupboard, a dozen glasses in the sink all with the same wash-back whiskey and Diet Coke.  He had been diagnosed with type two diabetes two years previous and had switched to diet in an effort to keep his toes.   The waste paper bin over-ran with crisp packets and balled up tissues and none of the walls had seen a lick of paint or wallpaper since the Bay of Pigs.  Upstairs everything was in boxes, brown boxes with a single strip of tape and no description to identify bathroom from bedroom from guest room.  Three inches of dust sat on top of everything upstairs, doors to duvets.
 
                 “Where the fuck did he piss?” I’d ask.
 
                 “I don’t know, Dad said something about him living in his kitchen but I just thought he was taking the mick out of the old guy.”
 
                 Jason suggested we take down and break open a few boxes.  I’d grab a hold of one; we’d lapse into a sneezing competition the second the earthy tones were disturbed.  Jason would rip back the seal and pop open the first box; an orderly mass of black video cassettes sat side up keeping the mystery alive for a moment.  We’d grab another box, more video cassettes, a third would reveal a pattern and by early afternoon we had opened every box that dominated the top of the house.  I’d flip a few side-on to see the spine.  Deep Inside Desiree, Cumpany Girls, Moanin’ Lisa.  The list would go on and on and on, some titles clever puns others simply graphic descriptions of what to expect.  Jason would pop one in and hit play; his uncle had copied them from long lost masters and fast-forwarded through all of the narrative and exposition straight to the pounding.
 
                 “This one’s like six hours long,” he’d say with awe “all the boring shit cut out.”
 
                 “There’s fucking hundreds of them.”
 
                 “Thousands maybe.”
 
                 “You think your dad meant fuck tapes when he said about your uncle’s valuables?”
 
                 “I doubt it.”
 
                 “So he must have meant the tea set rather than the tea-bagging set.  He must have spent years bashing his balls.”
 
                 “You know how much we could sell these for?” Jason struck.
 
                 “You and Scotty do it, I don’t need the money.”
 
                 “You can’t still have anything left from working the track, that was like two years ago.”
 
                 “I worked it over good enough, and I don’t need the trouble.”
 
                 “What trouble?”
 
                 “You going to go door-to-door? Excuse me sir when was the last time you slapped the Cyclops, may I interest you in a lady nailing a dwarf!” I said in an accent I wasn’t sure where it came from.
 
                 “No we sell them at fucking school dickhead, you know how many of those horny little bastards will cough up their dinner money to get even fifteen minutes.”
 
                 “So now you’re copying them too?  And what happens when they’re nutting one out and their old ladies walk into the room to see The Adventures of Throbbin’ Hood on their kids’ Superman TV and VHS combo?”
 
                 “Not our problem.”
 
                 “Til they tell their parents where they came from and the fucking school gets involved.  I’ll pass man, thanks for the tapes though…” I said grabbing four cassettes and jamming them into my coat “Don’t spend too much time in front of the idiot box because you’ll go blind.”
 
                 When I got home Mum was standing in the living room with her hands on her hips waiting for me.  I was conscious of the unfamiliar bulge in my coat so I dropped it at the bottom of the stairs.  I’d expected her pissed face but her eyes were soft, cloudy even and I knew something wasn’t quite right.
 
                 “Douglas, come sit down I’ve something I need to tell you…”
 
                 I stepped into the room; Beth sat in my armchair so I sat on the couch by the window.
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   THAT FRIDAY WE sat surrounded by a sea of green bottles.  On my way to Jason’s house I past a window display in an off-license for Rangers Beer; 10P per bottle.  Everyone knew the beer they stuck in those sports related bottles where the same nasty piss regardless of what club you supported but the retailers underestimated the pseudo-religious brand loyalty that the tattooed, tracksuit wearing, gold chain clad folk of Fast City had within them.  I checked in on three more off-licenses along the path to Jason’s house, all singing the same hymn.  When he answered the door I barely gave the pale one time to speak.
 
                 “Get your coat, I’ve got an idea.”
 
                 We’d walk to the first couple of off-licenses and clear them out of their red, white and blue Rangers beer before ordering a cab to round up the rest.  Scott was waiting at the last one with seven stressed blue bags of beer in his hands; we loaded him into the cab, he suggested we hit the other part of town and scoop up all the Celtic beer that the city’s Protestants would rather die from a dry throat than drink.  The Shankill and Lower Oldpark Road had similar offers and when we arrived back to Jason’s parentless house we counted four hundred plus bottles of beer.  Word got out quickly and it wasn’t long before the New Lodge ghetto was empty of street children as they flooded into Jason’s house to avail of a free beer with every VHS purchase.  He’d ring them up on his kid sister’s toy cash register charging £5 per tape while I sat in the corner of the living room tossing through the CDs looking for something that varied from Cock Rock and sinking a green beer for every blue.
 
                 “You’re drinking all the profits!” he’d scream.
 
                 “They’re here for the fuck not for the footie.” I’d reply.
 
                 He wanted me gone, I was ruining his shop day and the irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me.
 
                 “How you feeling buddy?” Scott asked.
 
                 “I am groovy mucker, thanks for asking…does Jason have any food in this fucking place?”
 
                 “You’re Jason’s friend Doug?” asked a girl.
 
                 “Friend…is that what he calls me?!”
 
                 “I heard about your dad, I’m sorry to hear about him…you know…dying.”
 
                 “Happens to the best of us lady, appreciate it though.”
 
   Jack had disappeared into the wind.  He was still living with that woman and apparently even sired another burden to carry his message for one more generation but he had skipped out on a bender which she assumed was still taking place three weeks later.  It wasn’t until a woman living in a bedsit on the Castlereagh Road complained how her upstairs neighbour’s toilet must have been leaking that someone put a foot to the door and found Jack Morgan, bloated, eyes rolled back into his head and his body as grey and blue as a seniors highlights.  The old cooze he’d shacked up with even threatened to have any of his other family shot if we dared show our faces at the funeral.  Mum told me all in the living room that day and then went to make lunch.  I’d go back and finish the gutters but by the weekend I’d have a thirst on me I couldn’t resist chasing.  Each beer brought me a step closer to the edge of reason; to a point where behaviour and consequence belonged to someone else.  I was out to achieve non-existence and 10P beer would be my guide.
 
                 I’d slide out from between the girl and Scott but she’d follow me to the kitchen where I scavenged for scrans; a six foot swaying raccoon.  I’d turn right into her, her blonde ringlets offsetting her dark Dago eyes.
 
                 “I’m sorry if I upset you.” she said.
 
                 “Don’t be, you didn’t.”
 
                 “Jason said you weren’t that close to your old man but I was blunt and I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Jason has a habit of that…but it’s fine…”
 
                 “Zoe.”
 
                 “Thank you for your concern Zoe, appreciate it.  Would you like a beer?  When they’re ice cold they’re not as repulsive as when they’re not.”
 
                 “With an offer like that I’ll take two.”
 
                 “Don’t say that too loud, Jason will try to sell you one of his fuck tapes…he’s the Pablo Escobar of titties now apparently.”
 
                 “That’s funny,” she said without laughing “you go to school with Jason?”
 
                 “Not this week but yeah.”
 
                 “So you’d know all about that kid that got fucked in the back of that guy’s car, right?”
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   SCHOOL WAS ALL change in my absence.  Peahead was running around school beating any and all kids smaller than him (so about six kids in total) who mentioned the story that the good Samaritan screwed him in the most notorious of orifices before dropping him off at the front door of the Mater Hospital; done and dripping Chicken Kiev style.
 
                 “I heard they found him with an ass like a Japan flag and a rubber Johnny full of jungle juice dripping out the back of him.” I heard Gerry as I walked through the front gates.
 
                 The story was too good not to stick.  For years after Peahead would be fighting the story but it seemed that the more he fought the more people believed it.  I’d see him on the street when we were all grown up and watch as a mutually familiar phantom of old approached him.
 
                 “Hey you’re Chris right?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “At school they called you Peahead right?”
 
                 “Yeah what of it?”
 
                 “Do you remember that time we went up to fight…”
 
                 “Nobody fucked me!” he screamed “You fucking hear me you fucking asshole!  Nobody fucked me!”
 
                 The mall security escorting him from the Disney store as he screamed and pleaded his anal innocence.
 
    
 
   Peahead charged over to Gerry, I could see he was itching to throw down but knew he’d end up in another car on the way back to the hospital and would probably have something else done to him.
 
                 “That’s fucking bullshit Gerry, shut the fuck up!” his face reddening with the rage.
 
                 “You watch your tongue Peahead, your fucking boyfriend isn’t here to protect you now cream-hole!”
 
                 First years would scream Donut Hole at him before racing off towards the trees.  It was embarrassing to watch him chase after them, to defend an honour he never had in the first place.
 
    
 
   I was crossing the bridge between my first two classes when a shoulder thumped into me going the other way and almost put me to the ground.
 
                 “Watch where you’re fucking going.” advised the voice.
 
                 “Fuck off di…” my eyes came up from my BT Cellnet mobile’s screen to see Paulie standing before me.
 
                 He was a good bit older, his face had filled out and he was wearing an unconvincing rat moustache on his top lip but it was still my old pal Paulie.
 
                 “Shit Paulie, is that you?”
 
                 “Like I said, watch where you’re fucking going.” he stormed off through the entrance on the end of the bridge I had come from, slamming the door behind him.
 
                 Paulie had been attending a Secondary school on the other side of town but had been kicked out for bullying.  He had come to our school as it was the last one that would take him and immediately he was out to try and re-establish the pecking order putting him, if not top then at the very least top five.  I couldn’t give a shit about all of that.  I kept myself to myself, I read my books, I hung out with Jason and Scott and every once and a while pulled the odd harmless prank.  Paulie never got this about me; he had always seen silence as weakness.
 
                 I was in Dani’s creative writing class when it happened.  Paulie pitched himself up directly behind lanky Patrick in History, he flicked at his ears tried to set fire to his trousers and all the while whispered Paddy are you a faggot?  Paddy, tell me, are you a faggot?
 
                 “Don’t ignore me Paddy or I’ll kick your fuck in after class but I bet you’d like that wouldn’t you faggot?”
 
                 He chirped in his ear all class and broke him within thirty minutes.  Patrick would spin round, his eyes bulging, face almost purple with irritation.  He’d slam a palm down on the edge of Paulie’s desk.
 
                 “Yes!  Yes!! You fucking hear me?!! I’m gay!  You want to fuck already?”
 
                 “Patrick!” called out a stunned substitute teacher.
 
                 “I fucking knew it!” roared Paulie.
 
                 Patrick would turn back to face the blackboard, take three deep breaths cross him ankles and ignore the dull wave chorus of hoooo-mooooo that Paulie and Gerry would take pleasure in reciting over and over again, their new abusive mantra.  Even Peahead would join in, in a lame attempt to win favour with the new order.
 
                 “You’re one to talk Peahead!” clipped Paulie “I heard you got the load shot in you.”
 
                 Hoooo-moooooo
 
                 Donut Hole
 
                 Hooooo-moooooo
 
                 Donut Hole
 
                 From there on out Patrick was out and the easiest of targets.  His sexuality didn’t mean shit to me.  It was no surprise really but I didn’t care, people’s happiness is their own business, the kid deserved better.  I had my books, a pack of smokes and a regular drinking habit to disguise.  I had enough to concern myself with but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel bad for the guy.  He got a lot of grief before coming out but afterwards those animals made his life hell.  Years later so many of them would blossom and flower into the most beautiful of orchids and they’d get a lot easier a birth into their new life than they afforded him.  Fucking animals.  But he’d take it and he’d blossom, I used to think the school was too tough for him but he’d blossom and in the harshest conditions.
 
                 At the bell the corridors would be awash with the news.  I’d bat the waist high monsters out of the way en route to Art and Design where I’d no doubt see and hear all about it.
 
                 “You hear what happened?” Scott asked.
 
                 “I heard.”
 
                 “So that guy Paulie, he’s a friend of yours right?!”
 
                 “He was.”
 
                 “Your friend Paulie is a bit of an asshole.”
 
                 “Well it’s been a while, he’s had a few years to practice.”
 
                 Miss Armstrong was a stoner of an Art teacher, fresh out of Art College and would demand we called her Grace.  The class would be made up of tables of four, each of us at a side with a plinth in the middle and some benign object that we had to sketch or shade or paint.  That day it was the axel of a bicycle.  I sat with my pencil in my hand, pondering the first stroke of the day.  The first hand movement was critical.  I always lingered before committing myself to the movement that locked in everything.  The first would determine the second, which would insist on the third and before you knew it the sketch was doing itself.  As my pencil glided towards the page I heard my name breeze through the air and my ears picked up.
 
                 “Yeah I used to know him when I lived in Poleglass,” Paulie said “I remember there was this kid called Sixty-Six and Doug cried like a little queer when that retard died…fucking faggot.”
 
                 My skin crawled thinking of Sixty’s name on that asshole’s tongue.
 
                 “There was this girl he loved, and one day he gave her a Valentine’s card,” he laughed “and she fucking hated it!”
 
   
  
 

              Their table broke into a mini-fit of the giggles which shut down the second my eyes fired across their faces.
 
                 “His dad didn’t live with them because he was such a huge fucking drunk…”
 
                 “Cool-it Paulie, his dad just died.”
 
                 “Doesn’t change the fucking facts…you remember how much of a drunk your da was Douggie?!”
 
                 I didn’t hear anything else; I lost all breath in my lungs and could feel the pressure in my head spill over.  I was on my feet, the bike’s axel swatted to one side and the plinth in my hands.  I looked at Paulie’s face, his old familiar and friendly tanned face and wanted nothing more than to shatter it into pieces; to break it so bad it’d collapse inside itself.  I hurled the plinth at his head, he ducked and it hit off his shoulder before crashing into the blacked out window of the classroom sending a deep crack down the middle.
 
                 “Douglas what the hell are you doing?” screamed Grace.
 
                 “Taking that cunt’s head off!” I yelled before charging at him.
 
                 Gerry and four others dragged me away from Paulie who stood in shock as they forced me towards the door.
 
                 “Head Master’s office, now!” she insisted.
 
                 I marched out of the class storming across the bridge along the corridor passing Dani’s classroom.  She’d come out into the corridor, my face contorted and inhumane to her.
 
                 “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “I’m out of here, I can’t talk now.  I’ll see you later.”
 
                 I stormed to the entrance of the Comfortable Place and could go no further.  O’Reilly meant what he said, one more screw up and you were out the door and I had just tried to take Paulie’s head off with a wedge of wood.  “Well,” I told myself “if I’m going out I might as well make it worth my fucking while” before turning and storming back along the path I had just blazed.  I got to the bridge and I stopped, my watch gave it five more minutes.  All I had to do was pace and growl and work myself up into a stupor for five more minutes before I got my hands on that loud mouthed little shit-bird.
 
                 The bell rang and I stepped out of the way of the small porthole window that sat in each of the doors.  Pupil after pupil piled by, then the kids from my class, there was Gerry and then came Paulie.  I grabbed hold of him with both hands, mine was the last face he was expecting to see and I didn’t want him to be able to turn tail and flee from what he was due.
 
                 “You little cunt!” I growled socking him square in the bread basket.
 
                 He doubled over and I gripped his backpack and threw it up into the air; spinning and rotating as it ejaculated all of his books into the air before gravity called them down.  I hit him again and again right on the nose but the pressure in my ears was still hissing and then I lifted him and had him by both ankles dangling over the edge of the bridge.  He’d scream and call for his mummy and the other kids, who were normally game for a chant fell silent.  Dani appeared in the doorway; her face white with fear, her eyes massive and beautiful for it.
 
                 “Douglas put him down.”
 
                 “Oh I fucking plan to Miss, right on his smart fucking face.”
 
                 “Douglas, don’t drop him…please.”
 
                 I dragged him back to the concrete safety of the bridge before smashing my fist into his face again and releasing his wail of tears.
 
                 “You say one word about my dad ever again and I will fucking kill you.”
 
                 He shook like a shitting dog and the words were jibberish.
 
                 Dani went with me to the Comfortable Place, she sat by my side and when O’Reilly called me in she came inside with me.  O’Reilly didn’t offer me a drink and when I went for my cigarettes he shook his head reflexing them out of my digits and back into my pocket.  He always sat in the darkest corner of the room, his hands before his face his brow tired from dealing with boys like me day-in day-out for thirty years.  My dad’s quote came to mind again and pushed a smile on to my face before I could realize how inappropriate it was.
 
                 “Mr. Morgan…”
 
                 “Mr. O’Reilly before you say anything I’d like to say a few words on behalf of Douglas.  I’m sure you have been fully informed of the situation on the bridge but there are mitigating circumstances.  Personal mitigating circumstances and though I’d be the first to condemn his behaviour, he is a bright student with potential and a lot more potential than that little shit who we’ve taken in because no other school wants such a repulsive little bastard on their books.”
 
                 “Agreed Miss McCormack, even with the colourful language and that’s why I’m not going to expel Mr. Morgan.  It goes without saying you’ve got detention Douglas, two months starting from Monday.  For the sake of order I offer a word sir.  Miss McCormack has gone to bat for you, don’t make a fool out of her.”
 
                 He waved us both away, outside the small rural house that sat ill-fittingly in the middle of this urban nightmare I forgot myself and lit a cigarette in front of Miss McCormack.  She shook her head and pretended not to see it smoldering in my hand.  A sickly sweet extension of myself.
 
                 “Why’d you do that?” I asked.
 
                 “You are better than that nasty little shit, so behave like it.”
 
                 “You’re a real diamond you know that Miss.”
 
                 “I do alright.”
 
                 “You’re aces I could kiss you.”
 
                 She blinked rapidly, maybe even awkwardly before disappearing back towards her classroom and I breathed the breath of a Death Row lifer who has just been told his last meal was a little premature.
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   I WAS A FULLY fledged member of the after school club again.  The kids were getting dumber as the years went on; I could have swore that when I first started with detention we all took it on the chin with a cocktail of defiance and irony, these ones seemed to need it.  They were the disruptive lot who couldn’t get their work done in class due to the amount of distractions, ended up in trouble and spent most of their late afternoons getting to grips with algebra with the teachers who drew the short straw and it was the last straw, a few of the boys were as thick as a horse’s walt.
 
                 “What you working on Morgan?” asked Peacock.
 
                 His breath sat thick with the stench of whiskey, so thick that I could almost smell the metal from the hip flask he kept wedged down the back of his trousers.
 
                 “I’m good, don’t worry about it.”
 
                 “I asked you a question boy!”
 
                 “Don’t boy me, you ain’t my old man.  I’m working on something for Miss McCormack’s creative writing class, ok?!”
 
                 “Ok,” he said backing down “well…carry on then.”
 
                 “What’s your problem now Parker?”
 
                 My eyes took to the window and I’d watch as two birds flew and dived and rolled around playfully in the sky.  I was trying to work on something that would explain to her what it was that I was thinking, what I was feeling but I couldn’t do it without giving it away that it was about her.  Reading it aloud would leave me open, maybe too open but maybe she’d appreciate my willingness to stand before her scars and all; vulnerable and waiting to be accepted.  I had begun to see the blonde Italian Zoe, mainly at weekends though she had invited me to come along with her sister and her sister’s boyfriend to the cinema by the Westlink.  Her family was very Catholic, her father could smell that I wasn’t and hated me – a fact that only brought out my signs of affection towards his daughter when we were in the family home.  She had a strict no sex before marriage rule but was open to giving head, head was ok.  I’d accept graciously and all the while thought of Dani, beautiful Dani McCormack.  Together we could reinvent our world.  Cars would run on aspirations, there’d be no word for war and the teacher-student divide would be filled in forever.  They’d remember us, the hostilities and one-upmanship that littered every lesson, every day, every term and year, that coated the off colour walls of that beaten down institution, decommissioned forever thanks to us.  I was no longer the child she first met in the Comfortable Place; I was sixteen and now stood level with her.  I was broad, powerful, if she willed it I could have taken her in my arms and laid her out bare on her desk and kissed every inch of her tanned skin until she moaned from the electricity my prickly haired face was generating.  She had watched me mature in that time, it was our chess match.
 
                 I wrote page after page until Peacock kicked us all out at 4:30PM and then I’d give them to the bin rather than look at them again; their honesty was painful and embarrassing.  I had my bag on my back and the walk home in front of me; I lit a cigarette and coasted towards the front gate ignoring the rants of Gerry that littered the air behind my ears.  I reached the gate and she was there; smiling and stood casually by the side of her car.
 
                 “I saw the time and figured if you were leaving you could do with a ride home.”
 
                 Dani had lost track of time working on study plans for her classes but I opted to believe she was telling me a lie in order to save face and I was glad I didn’t still have those five pages in my bag burning their way to freedom in her presence.  I’d finish my cigarette and climb into her car, a two door Nissan, blue but dirty from neglect.  She’d apologize for its condition and I’d spy a backseat littered with discarded templates for wedding invitations and brochures from various hotels and estates that stung when I considered what they meant.  The car was warm and it smelt like her, with my eyes closed it could have been her bedroom but for the hum of the engine and the bump of the uneven North Belfast roads.
 
                 “How are the wedding plans coming along?” I tried masking my hatred of the idea.
 
                 “Long, busy, expensive.”
 
                 “You paying for it yourself?”
 
                 “Yeah, well me and Declan are.”
 
                 “Declan’s the fiancé then.”
 
                 “Declan is indeed the fiancé.” she seemed uncomfortable with it.
 
                 I took that as a good sign.
 
                 “How’s your dad?”
 
                 “He’s ok,” she replied “I mean he’s not great but he’s getting better.  I’m sorry to hear about yours.”
 
                 “Don’t worry about it.”
 
                 “Is this ok for you?”
 
                 She pulled up short of my street; I appreciated that as it meant I wouldn’t have to answer any weird questions about why a teacher was driving me home.  I had told Mum I had got a new job to explain my absence in the afternoons.  In two month’s time I’d need to either get one or start flashing around what was left of my track money.
 
                 “This is perfect, thank you.”
 
                 Dani went to say something then thought different of it; then the air in the car changed and the atmosphere became tense with possibility.  She looked at me unblinkingly and my heart raced.  I matched her gaze as the blood charged furiously around my body; it would only take a moment; I willed myself to lean across the handbrake, to place my hand on her denim leg and touch my lips against hers, then she’d know; then it would be up to her to feel the same way; then I would have done all I could.  All I had to do was lean across, push into her personal space and give her a choice.  She blinked first and the wave that was building between us broke and my pulse calmed.  I watched as the remains of that window disappeared from the car and she could read my mind and knew that I knew she could read my mind and an awkwardness settled in the vehicle that could only be vanquished by me leaving it.
 
                 She drove off tooting the horn as I cursed at myself for blowing it and simultaneously misreading the messages; either way I was determined to see the wrong I had done.  Mum was hosting again when I got home and hadn’t noticed the time or the fact that her eldest son had only just come home.  Tara sat in my armchair; there was always someone in my armchair.  She was banged up from the first of many flawed cohabiting attempts and was being entertained by Mum and Dad’s sister with anecdotal tales of The Trouble with Living with Men.  Mum had taken to playing the what-if game and applying the rules of this morbid parlour activity to her marriage.  She spoke of Jack as though the man was a saint disguised as a fatally flawed and weak drunk, she spoke of their marriage as though it wouldn’t have just descended into all-out war with the victor simply outlasting the other and the spoils being Alzheimer’s so they could finally forget how rotten and pointless the whole wasted affair had been.
 
                 “It’s a pity of him.” she directed to her sister-in-law
 
                 “It is.” she agreed
 
                 “When he was sober he could be so giving…”
 
                 “He was giving.”
 
                 “…and he was a really talented musician.”
 
                 “He was.”
 
                 “Such a waste.”
 
                 “Such a waste.”
 
                 I’d roll my eyes and leave the room.  Tara would leap from her seat and chase after me climbing the stairs behind me until she was confronted with the door to my bedroom, a room she had always been forbidden to enter.  She put aside our youthful boundaries and came in after me as I threw on a tee shirt and sparked up a cigarette.
 
                 “Can I get one of them?” Tara asked.
 
                 I threw her the packet and she tossed it back one stick lighter.
 
                 “So you’re moving back in then?” I asked and it occurred to me that I had never had a conversation with her.  We had barked at one another and we had talked of one another (largely to get each other in trouble) but we had never conversed.  I wondered if she even had a personality.
 
                 “Seems that way, that is if Mum hasn’t turned by room into a shrine for Saint Jack.”
 
                 “The shrine’s in the basement, Jeff’s nabbed your room.”
 
                 “No fucking way!”
 
                 “It’s the biggest, I would have had it myself if I wasn’t in detention all fucking month.”
 
                 “What are you in detention for?”
 
                 “Who knows anymore?!” I said blowing out a smoke ring.
 
                 “I hear you’re going out with Zoe Molise.”
 
                 “What of it?”
 
                 “Nothing, she’s nice.  I think Dad thought you might be a little bent.”
 
                 “Bullshit!”
 
                 “Well you never showed much attention to anyone and you were always buried in your books.  You remember when you used to camp out in the backyard reading them and you’d ask Mum if you could sleep there?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “You did.”
 
                 “Well I don’t remember.” I insisted.
 
                 “Huh.”
 
   “So what’s got you moving home?” I’d ask, changing the subject.
 
                 “Derek’s a drunken shit.  I came home and he’d pawned my computer and I needed that for work.  I’m not putting up with that.”
 
                 She sounded genuine and she would each time she said it.  She made bad choices when it came to men but what chance did she stand?  I lit another cigarette and lay back on my bed.  Tara sat on the chair I had bought from a charity shop that was positioned directly under the skylight.  In the dry evenings I would open it and allow the pot stench to float directly out of it while I slumped in my bucket seat reading my books.
 
                 “Don’t suppose you’d be up for switching rooms?”
 
                 “You don’t suppose correctly Tara, that room’s about the size of a closet.”
 
                 “Could I bunk in here with you?”
 
                 “I tend to masturbate a lot when I get high.  I really don’t think that’s any better an idea than me moving into the closet room.”
 
                 “You get high?” she said skillfully side-stepping the obvious.
 
                 She’d roll us two professional looking cones; I’d pop the skylight, roll a towel out across the base of the door and light up.  Tara lay on my bed flicking through my blood splattered book and coming to a new found appreciation for her little brother.  I’d take a deep hit and hold it.
 
                 “Are you a dealer?” the question came out of the blue.
 
                 “What the actual fuck Tara?”
 
   “The typewriter, the TV, the laptop…seriously there’s no way Mum ponied up for a laptop plus you’ve always got money and now really good bud.  It’s a fair question, so are you?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “It wouldn’t bother me if you were.”
 
                 “Well I’m not and no I won’t hook you up.”
 
                 “So where’d the money come from?”
 
                 “Writing.”
 
                 “There’s no way you made that kind of money from writing.”
 
                 “Says you.”
 
                 “What did you write then?  What did you write that was worth selling?”
 
                 “A story, you wouldn’t like it.”
 
                 I watched as her mind got fuzzy and her follow up question slipped from her grasp.  I thought she was a lightweight but she surprised me and was rolling herself dessert before I had finished my first.  I reached under the bed for my football boot that always carried a fresh pint. Pulling it out to find the boot empty, the bottle cleared out and most likely fed to the sink hole.  I had watched Mum go through Tara’s room when she wasn’t in and disappear a bottle of red wine to a similar fate.  Tara could never ask the old lady about the wine without admitting it was there in the first place, I had no issue with admitting it.  The sanctity of my room had been breached and my property had been removed plus I was pretty roundly stoned by this point and would have tried to tell her the Buckerharder joke again had I thought it was a good idea.
 
                 Pushing myself up from the ground I brushed the knees of my trousers down and stormed from the room.  Tara would call out “bad idea Douglas” but there was no talking to me; there’s never any talking to me when the mind is set.
 
                 I bounced downstairs and into the living room, Mum and Aunt Sal were laughing, my irritable disposition an unwelcome echo of the man they were commending.  Sal had moved from the couch to my armchair.
 
                 “You took my whiskey!”
 
                 “I’m sorry?”
 
                 “You heard me, you took my whiskey.  I want it back.”
 
                 “I didn’t touch anything and you shouldn’t be drinking and you definitely shouldn’t be drinking god-damn whiskey, not with knowing what it did to your dad.”
 
                 “You shouldn’t be taking my stuff.”
 
                 “Watch how you’re talking to me Douglas.”
 
                 “I want my whiskey back.”
 
                 “Look at how you’re behaving, it’s like you have a problem.” Sal added.
 
                 “You stay out of this!” I pointed
 
                 “Don’t you talk to your aunt like that and don’t you dare talk to me like that!” Mum said before slapping the snarl from my face.
 
                 “You owe me a pint.” I rubbed my cheek.
 
                 “You’re an ignorant little shit.” spat Mum and I stormed back upstairs.
 
                 That night I packed a bag and placed it at the foot of my bed.  I’d considered myself adult for years and now that status was being undermined by the matriarch.  I needed money, I had some remains from the track but it was slipping away with every passing weekend and it wouldn’t last a month in the real world.  I needed money, I needed a job, a place of my own and when I realized all this it only made the altercations with Mum more frequent and more intense.
 
    
 
   3
 
   AFTER THE INCIDENT on the bridge the school turned on Paulie.  He’d been outed for what he was – big in mouth but lacking in trouser.  It didn’t take long for the word to spread that the new boy was weak and before he knew it the entire school was out to make a name out of him, even Patrick took pity on him as he was forced to allow the first year kids to bully him having been warned by Gerry “you touch any of those kids and I’ll stab you”.  Soon he was looking for refuge and figured me to be the good, forgiving, true friend that he needed to provide him safe passage through his last year at the school.
 
                 We were in the old classroom smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee from the machine we had taken from the teacher’s room when the door knocked.  Jason answered and it was Paulie, his lip split, face colourful and puffy.
 
                 “You can’t come in here.” Jason said.
 
                 “Why not?” pleaded Paulie
 
                 “Because this is our common room and we’ve fuck all in common with you.”
 
                 “I don’t think that’s how it works.”
 
                 “I don’t give a fuck but let’s ask Doug.”
 
                 Both faces turned to me, I looked at Paulie lit my cigarette and walked to the window turning my back on him.
 
                 “There you have it, now fuck off…oh and give our best to your ma, Doug says she’s a cracker and you wouldn’t get off her for a shite, is that true?”
 
                 Paulie was about to answer when Jason slammed the door in his face, after that he was thrown to the wolves and they’d tear every strip of cockiness and arrogance from him until he was unrecognizable.
 
    
 
   4
 
   FIFTH YEAR shot by with the blink of an eye.  It was a relief to have made it to the top of the food chain with only the teachers to bully you.  Peacock still kicked the shins off us for ninety minutes a week but other than that life was pretty sweet.  I had started offering out my services for money; I wrote people’s coursework for them and put the money to one side.  The arguments with Mum had softened but I craved independence and all that came with living your own life.  If I was serious about becoming a writer then I needed to live my own life and I so wanted to be serious about becoming a writer.
 
                 Dani’s wedding was looming and it was the last day of school.  I’d be back to collect my examination results during the summer but this was it for us unless I did something.  I’d written a piece about a father and son; their inability to connect on the most basic of levels and she had liked it.  Her own father had recently passed away and as she clutched to her own memories of her patriarch I was offering up proof of how fortunate she had been to have had a dad she could say with all sincerity she loved.  I was passing by her door when it opened, she stood in it, eyes tired and a little waterlogged from crying in the dark.
 
                 “I was hoping to see you.” she said.
 
                 I fought against it but my heartbeat couldn’t help but springing into irregularity.
 
                 “I was going to drop by later and say…you know.”
 
                 “I’m skipping out early.”
 
                 “Oh.”
 
                 “You want to go for a drive?”
 
                 She’d drive through the gates and as far as Fortwilliam at the bottom of the street where she’d wait for me.  I walked at a pace that verged with running but couldn’t be construed as too eager if anyone had seen me.  As I approached her car I was met with a wave and a smile that dared to spark that possibility again.  We drove to Bangor and, by the water, sat on the hood of the car and ate ice cream refusing to mention the elephant I had dragged into her company for the past three years.
 
                 “So I’ve been thinking about you Douglas,” she said opening the conversation.  Her mouth was glisteningly inviting from the syrup “and I wanted to get you something worth continuing your education in literature.”
 
                 She handed me what I figured was a book in its perfectly wrapped skin.
 
                 “Thank you Miss…”
 
                 “Dani, it’s just Dani now Doug.”
 
                 “Thank you Dani.”
 
                 I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek and she tasted better than I could have imagined, she was red wine on Christmas Eve.
 
                 “Open it later,” she said “I hope you don’t mind I’ve ruined it for any resale value by writing something to you on the inside.”
 
                 I took the book and placed it in my inside pocket, I’d check several times throughout the day to make sure it was still there.  It was getting cold and I could feel the heat of her thigh against my own leg as we sat on the car breathing in and out.  I had worked myself up to telling her everything, confessing everything, offering myself to her and promising nothing less than happiness for every day together.  I didn’t care if it meant that I had to work for a wage; that I would have to kill any dream of a life in the “artsy-fartsy” world.  It was a sacrifice worthy of her and dreams are made to be killed.  I turned purposefully to her, my heart fat with intent and saw her face.
 
                 She looked at peace, content with the lack of complexity this corner of her life gave to her, and I hated the idea that I could say three words and ruin it, that one movement of my hand would cause her peace to crumble before her.  That she’d come to resent me for stealing it from her.  She smiled, I smiled and we ate our ice cream as the cold swept into Bangor and I said nothing of any concern.
 
                 Dani drove me home and, while parked up on the corner of the street, pulled me into her bosom and gave me a hug.  I clung on to it for as long as possible drinking in her perfume, mapping the warmth and feeling of her breast to my memory.  She’d invite me to the wedding and I smiled and graciously accepted the invitation knowing all too well that I’d be anywhere in the world but there saying goodbye to her.
 
                 When I got home Mum informed me that Jason had been calling for me and it sounded urgent.  It always was.  I went straight to my room and tore open the wrapping paper.  I found my eyes closed, as a kid I always closed my eyes when I unwrapped a present.  I’d shut everything out until the last possible moment, until the endless possibilities were narrowed down to one and that one was just waiting in your hands to be discovered.  I opened up and it lay in my hands.  I flicked inside to her inscription:
 
                 To Doug,
 
                 Find what you love and let it kill you
 
    
 
                 All my love,
 
                 Dani x
 
                 I read over those words again All my love, I felt like I had missed an opportunity, that she’d been waiting for a declaration and then left feeling stupid when it didn’t come.  I thought about going to the wedding but even during my wildest drunken whirlwind of romantic lust I never really believed that I would attend.  I lit a cigarette and called Jason back; he was in a fever about seeing me in Dani’s car heading out of town and demanding to know every filthy little detail.  I’d insist there was nothing going down but it was like Peahead and I knew it didn’t matter whether I denied it or not; people where going to believe what they wanted to believe and we’d be left to block out the bullshit until they chattered themselves unconscious.  I lit a cigarette and lay back on my bed, I read the inscription again and then more.
 
                 1
 
                 It began as a mistake.
 
                 It hooked me in; I felt feverish with excitement and was more than happy to let it take me.
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   ALL OF A SUDDEN peace broke out in Northern Ireland.  The Americans were in town sitting down with ones from London, ones from our end and ones from the other side to talk over who gives up what and the importance in no longer shooting each other.  With the exception of a slightly easier access to the Mary-Jane I didn’t notice a difference.  Cherrie had fallen out with her mum and dad and was waiting around in the evening for mine to go to sleep so I could sneak her into the house for a night’s sleep and stealth cunnilingus.
 
    
 
   I was in the bathroom washing my teeth and trying to pull my life together when there was a knock on the door, Cherrie was there dressed in a black bra and my Manchester United football shorts, her pink hair like a candy floss modern art structure.
 
                 “What’s happening chica?”
 
                 “Your mum just walked in on me in your room.”
 
                 “Dress like that?”
 
                 “Worse than this, I think you might need to go downstairs and have the talk with her.”
 
                 “Ah fuck, really kid?”
 
                 “And if you could keep her in the kitchen while I bail that would be aces.” she added.
 
                 “Fuck it, it was going to happen sooner or later.  I’ll see you at tech ok kid?”
 
                 She’d disappear back into my room; I’d climb down the stairs and into the kitchen still in my shorts.  The old lady was pacing; if this was ten years previous they’d be a cancer stick in her hand and Cherrie would probably have been chased off with a frying pan.  Her face was crimson, only her white peepers sat out against it.
 
                 “Seriously Douglas?!  Seri-fuckin-ously this house is my home and I’d expect you to treat it that way and not like your part-time brothel.”
 
                 “Brothel?  Jesus Christ woman she’s not a whore.”
 
                 “Don’t you talk to me like this in my own house!”
 
                 “Well then don’t fucking…”
 
                 Mid-sentence I saw the rage in her; for years I thought I had the old man’s temper and though he was a punchy old bastard I saw it then; for the first time in my life I’d realized where the pressure in my head came from.  We could have danced that dance all god-damn day until the sun dropped and bounced right back up and we still wouldn’t have been able to call a clear winner.  We would have went toe-to-toe until one of us starved; until there was only one of us left; arguing with Ruth was pointless; the only way I was going to be able to avoid this clash of the Morgans every time I came home a little wrote off or had a friend stay over or smoked a little green would be to move out.  I had been saving a little but every time the left hand paid in the right hand drew out, and the right’s claw was a little bigger so my stash was receding quicker than Scott’s hairline.
 
    
 
   I was still writing people’s essays for money and working evenings and weekends at a Centra Quick Stop on Wellington Place for extra bank.  At the end of the week the wad would be healthy and mean looking but Monday afternoon would come and an extended liquid lunch would take a chunk out of it, Tuesday was half price movies at the cinema on the Dublin Road followed by the evening shift at Centra.  We’d take in the weekly delivery in the last opening hour of the day before closing up the shop and packing it all out on to the shop floor with the overspill going into the stock room.  We’d work until 9PM and then smoke a couple of bones and throw down wrestling moves on the mountain of cardboard boxes we stacked up by the emergency exit before clocking out at 10PM.  We’d hang a quick left at the corner of the street and into Shenanigan’s Bar before sinking more than we had just earned and all the while Cherrie would shake her head and ask the question.
 
                 “Are you even trying to save up for our own place?”
 
                 I’d say “Of course I am Cher, I’m working my joint off trying to pull it all together.”
 
                 “So why isn’t it all coming together?”
 
                 “Out-goings kiddo.”
 
                 “That’s entirely the problem, you and out…goings.”
 
                 “We’ll afford it, cool your heels lady.”
 
                 By the end of the year she was heading towards Jordanstown campus, I put in a last minute application to Queen’s and got accepted sending us both in different directions and to be honest it was probably a relief for both of us not to have to be the one to say where are we going?  That question usually contains the answer somewhere inside it; it’s a critical relationship fortune cookie and the answer is always nowhere, we’re going nowhere because if we were we’d be able to see the mile markers.
 
                 I spent that summer looking at apartments in the newspaper, counting through what I had saved on a daily basis, watching it decrease every twenty-four hours and wondering why I didn’t fix more races when I had the opportunity to make some real money.  Or maybe even why all my money went down my neck?  I should have learned from the mistakes of old but what chance did I stand?  The first student loan installment came through at the beginning of August and a cash injection that solved the immediate problems surrounding savings.
 
                 The red marker ringed round what was described as a boutique apartment within walking distance of the University.  A lap of the place took thirty seconds.  It was a bedsit on Wellington Park just off the Malone Road.  One room with a fridge in one corner and sink in the other and a fold out bed for fifty quid a week.  
 
                 “I’m looking a new super,” said the landlord “so if you’re any good with electrics and all that I’d be willing to knock ten quid off a week for you.”
 
                 “Cool.”
 
                 “So are you?”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Any good with electrics?” he asked again
 
                 “Yeah, sure thing I’ll take that.”
 
                 The cracked old face smiled, his hand shot out and gripped mine bouncing it twice in a firm grip; his hand was rough as though he’d worked with them his entire life.
 
                 When I got home for my things Mum would barely talk to me.  I stood by the front door waiting on my cab to arrive.  Tara had moved back in again, she snuck up behind me and give me a hug.
 
                 “You don’t have to ask, you can have my room.  I’m not moving back Tara.”
 
                 “I love you.” she said with a squeeze.
 
                 The cab pulled up by the door with two people already in the back seat; those North Belfast cabs were always pulling that shit and it wound me up but I was on the verge of freedom and wasn’t going to pass on it for the sake of a couple of Latvian restaurant workers who stank of homemade vodka.  Mum came out and hugged me as I packed my bags into the back of the brown Ford.
 
                 “I’m making lamb for Sunday dinner if you’re in the neighbourhood.” she said.
 
                 I hugged the old girl one last time and took a look at the last of my childhood homes.  The next steps ill-judged or otherwise were going to be all mine and checking my jacket pocket to make sure Dani’s book hadn’t fallen out I climbed into the cab.
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   SOUTH BELFAST was a planet away from the house on the Oldpark Road.  When I was a kid I heard a story about a guy who was nicknamed Chink (due to him screwing a girl in the back room of a Chinese takeaway) who had went on a lad’s night out and ended up bang-eyed from beer and swaying at the entrance to Botanic train station asking passersby on the leafy street “when’s the next train back to Belfast mate?”  I never got how one man could be so divinely dumb but still be able to dress himself in the morning until the first morning I woke in my bedsit on a similarly leafy side street in the heart of the University quarter.
 
                 The neighbourhood cannibal children had stopped silent; there was no more screaming at the top of their lungs; because this screaming didn’t exist their teenage mother’s weren’t out in the street matching them yell for yell demanding they get inside and eat your breakfast before I break your fucking legs.  There were no police sirens, no car horns honking as Escort battled Sierra for supremacy as the daily war for church parking space pitted Christian versus Christian with enough vulgarity and bad-will to make the virgin cry.  I lay in bed staring up at my high ceiling, the light fitting framed with fat little cherubs and a floral arrangement that betrayed the secret of a once great house’s decline in social standing.  There was nothing, so much nothing that until I heard the click of my lighter as I sparked up a cigarette I was convinced that I must have turned deaf overnight.
 
                 Climbing from my bed my back ached, the bed was comfortable but unfamiliar and my body was yet to get used to its ways.  A large window lay before me next to the sink which I’d take to using as a urinal in the late, dark nights rather than risk the cold and potential lock-out when I’d forget to bring my key.  Rolling up the window I was able to climb out on to a fire escape covered in colourful heads and terracotta plant pots.  The guy in the room next had a similar window and the fire escape ended just beyond his window so we’d meet and suffer through awkward pleasantries about the weather and which courses we were leaning towards as we both savoured our morning cigarette.  It didn’t occur to either of us to wait until the other person had finished theirs before sparking up our own and actually be able to enjoy it without having to punctuate the dead air with chatter.
 
                 I spent most of my money on pints of whiskey and cigarettes with the remainder going on rent; I’d survive on peppers and eggs for most meals and when they ran out or went bad I’d fill up on oranges.  To this day the feel of an orange peel under my finger nail reminds me of those busy green walls, the mismatching furniture and 11PM knocks on my door from tenants who have managed to blow the electrics to their rooms because four of their friends were all running hairdryers as they got ready for big nights out in skimpy black numbers.
 
                 “Would you come upstairs and have a look at it?” they’d ask all doe-eyed.
 
                 I’d watched too many of Jason’s uncle’s special videos and expected some innuendo littered chatter followed by a gymnastic display of grunt work and a big splash of old salty on the chin but it never happened that way.  By and large the most I got was a little bit of drunken flirting which I didn’t know whether to take her up on the following day when we’d pass each other on the stairs and I’d know the particulars of her underwear because she was drunk and modeling them for me the night before.
 
                 I bounced around in University for a bit and was beginning to feel like the whole thing just wasn’t for me.  It seemed like everyone had their heads screwed in the right places and knew what they were there for.  I’d wanted to be a writer but couldn’t figure out what it was I wanted to write about.  I tried writing about life and what little I knew and had experienced in the world but it all came out tainted and chocolate box and stinking of bad Hollywood.  I read into the small hours drinking with each page; as the sun cracked the nothingness I’d be feverously working away at something that came to mind.  Something that needed to be captured in the frenzy of which it had taken hold of me or it would be lost to thought; abused by efforts to sound intellectual.  An intellectual says a simple thing in a hard way.  An artist says a hard thing in a simply way.  I had read that and it had stuck and I’d let the fever carry me for hours on end but once I’d sobered up I’d look at what I’d been working on and feel ashamed of the idea of anyone ever stumbling upon it and attributing it to me.  I wanted to write but I hadn’t lived and it was infuriating that I had nothing but salad days ahead of me.
 
                 During one of the morning shifts at Centra Morris Graham, the penny counting owner, overheard something I was telling one of the other members of staff and cornered me coming off break.  He always wore short sleeved shirts with novelty ties and had an awkwardness about him that was contagious.
 
                 “So I hear you’re a writer.”
 
                 “You heard wrong Morris, I’m not nothing.”
 
                 “Didn’t I hear you say something to Jill about writing?”
 
                 “Yeah, sort of, maybe, I don’t know.”
 
                 “What is that?  Writer’s block?”
 
                 “The opposite, writer’s diarrhea…it’s all shit Mo.” I’d try to go around him but he’d shift his weight in the doorway.
 
                 “You know what you should write about?” he said leaning forward as though we were exchanging confidences “Sci-Fi!”
 
                 “Sci-Fi…really?”
 
                 “Yeah, there’s a lot of money in Sci-Fi Doug you could go a lot worse than Sci-Fi.”
 
                 “I hadn’t thought of that.” I’d reply, bone dry.
 
                 “When you sell your first million you remember your friend Morris.” he replied slapping me on the back as he marched out on to the shop floor before clearing the meat shelf of beef which he’d freeze and bring out the following year because the expiration label didn’t carry a year on it.
 
                 I chewed the corner of my cheek with rage.  It wasn’t that I didn’t value input rather that I didn’t ask for it.  I’d noticed how there was certain jobs which wouldn’t invite such input.  Nobody ever walked up to a surgeon and said Hey Buddy, have you ever thought about using lasers for this procedure?  Lasers are really cool, you should try them out!  Then again surgeon was a real job and I was aspiring to be an artsy-fartsy waste of space that sits around and strokes their face.  Maybe the old man was right; maybe it was better left to those who could afford to not earn a living because they came from the wealthy stock.  Maybe it would be better if we all stuck to our callings and left aspirations to those who could afford them but that meant Centra was my destiny and the thought filled me with so much dread that I had to go for a beer on my smoke break.
 
                 When I got home the landlord had dropped off two new washing machines for the communal laundry rooms for me to connect up.  One for ground floor at the back of the building and the other for the top floor, some three flights up.  I walked the shiny white box down to the back of the hallway and figured out how it was connected up by paying attention to how I was disconnecting the old one.  I thought of Ronan and I remembered the bolt that needed to be removed before you’d be able to use it.  He had fitted our washing machine in Poleglass and warned me of the damage you’d do if it was still in place when the splash hit the colours.
 
                 I got the second machine up as far as my door when I had to stop off and lose a few layers of clothing and have a cigarette.  I was seriously out of breath and though a tab was going to do little to change that I needed the time to let my shaking arms rest before I tackled two more flights of stairs.  The fire escape neighbour was sitting outside his door reading; at first I figured him to be locked out but he’d let himself in and come out with two glasses of beer and offer one to me.
 
                 “Get this down you.” he said before introducing himself as Lee.
 
                 I took the glass without having to be asked twice and sank half of it in an eager gulp.
 
                 “So he’s got you doing super then.”
 
                 “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
 
                 “Yeah, you think forty quid a month off your rent is a sweet deal but the old guy gets the work out of you.”
 
                 “I’ve been up and down these god-damn stairs every night of the week.”
 
                 “You been to the girls on the top floor yet?”
 
                 “No, not yet.”
 
                 “It’ll make it worth while, the dark one has fucked the last four supers.”
 
                 “Well shit, had he pitched it like that I would’ve been paying him forty quid a month.”
 
                 “Don’t go telling him that, he’s likely to try and change the deal for the next guy.” Lee said with a smile.
 
                 He’d leave and come back with another two glasses and I’d pass him a cigarette and we’d chat a little longer.  In the end he offered to help me upstairs with the washer and once we got there it took no time to fit though we’d have a smoke and hang out for a few minutes in the hope of catching sight of the super lover.
 
    
 
   I had a late afternoon Ancient History class but I was considering dropping it because the books were too expensive so I skipped it and went to Lee’s room.  It was an exact replica of mine only his sink was in the opposite corner and his bookshelf contained a different colour pattern from the spines peering out at me.  He had a high back leather armchair by the window that I took a shine to and immediately crashed into as he poured us both a glass of wine and rolled two joints for dessert.
 
                 “So you studying at Queen’s?” he asked.
 
                 “English Lit and Film.”
 
                 “Artsy huh?”
 
                 “When I’m not installing Zanucci appliances, what about you?”
 
                 “Theology.” he said before clarifying that he wasn’t a God botherer or anything like that, he just figured it an easy subject.
 
                 “How do you figure that then?”
 
                 “Well it’s all theory when you think about it.  If you can rationalize it then it’s right.  Throw in a little Amen and something about Jesus and that’s that…doss really?!”
 
                 “And you don’t think maybe doing something you want a career in is a better idea?”
 
                 “Sure,” he said waving his hands manically as though he was trying to land a small plane “I’m a sculptor really but don’t tell anyone.  This theology malarkey is all part of the plan.  Two years joint Bachelors degree Art and Theology.  Apply for funding grants to send me to the Vatican and all that…for work of course!  Just so happens I get to be face-to-face with some of the finest works in marble there is in the world then third year drop Theology and I’ve got invaluable face time with the masters thanks to it.”
 
                 “You’ve got your head screwed on.”
 
                 “I’m no goats toe me,” he said raising his glass, he toasted “to fucking the system!”
 
                 I drank to that.
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   MUM PHONED to see if I was keeping well and I was; with the exception of never having any money I was aces.  I had agreed to drop over for Sunday dinner because Jeff was missing me and now with Bosco having passed away he was the only Morgan family member living in that house with a Y-chrome.  I was sitting in my English Lit class listening to the lecturer preach from his own book in the hope that we’d all see how it was impossible to pass the course without it and rush to the nearest bookstore to purchase a copy.  It was a con.  It was a con and it made me sick.  Lee appeared in the window of the door with expert timing.  I had to give it to the blonde scatter-brain; his body clock was hardwired to my boredom threshold.  Making a face through the window he pointed outside and I slipped out of the back of the lecture hall and met him on the grass in the centre of the University.
 
                 “I just got a cheque from the Inland Revenue!” he skipped excitedly
 
                 “Oh yeah?  What for?”
 
                 “Tax rebate muthafucka!  From last year, eight hundred pounds, we’re going shopping and then for lunch.”
 
                 “We can be well-to-do!”
 
                 We raced to the bus-stop at the bottom of the street and headed into town.  He dropped two hundred on movies and CDs, another hundred on single malts and eighty on some buds that were a mixture of Black Widow and Big Cheese which he stuck in his ass when we suddenly came to police barricade by the front gates of City Hall.
 
                 “What the fuck’s going on here then?” I queried.
 
                 The cop turned his nose up and waved us on.  We reached Botanic and settled down in the seats outside Madison’s Bar and had the first meal in weeks that didn’t consist of eggs or oranges washed down with a steady stream of Guinness.  I told Lee the story about Chink and he found it hilarious.
 
                 “Am I boring you?” he asked as I yawned in his face.
 
                 “Late night.”
 
                 “When are you going to let me read it?”
 
                 “It’s not ready yet, I don’t want to let the air out of it before it’s ready.”
 
                 “I get that.” he was the first that did.
 
                 On the way home we called into the Botanic Inn which sat on the corner of our street.  Even as a student I felt out of place in there largely because it was heavily populated by pig shit thick farmer children from Tyrone who were so amazed by having a room full of girls they weren’t related to they’d try to club over the head and take home anything with tits.  I said to Lee “we should play a game to see how long it takes the door staff to throw us out” and he agreed.  We started at opposite ends of the crowded, dark, basement-like bar making our way slowly across the dance floor telling male and female alike that we’d lick their tits if they bought us some heroin but in the end we had to give up and leave of our own accord.  When we got home I checked the mailbox and found a letter of my own containing a cheque of my own.  It was from a small magazine based in Dublin rather than the Inland Revenue and stated they would be pleased to publish my short story in one of their forthcoming issues and I should remain in contact with them.
 
                 The cheque was small, much less than what Lee had spent on weed but he cheered like it was the six lotto numbers.
 
                 “Fucking hell yeah Doug!  You’re on the road now!” he hollered at the top of his pipes.
 
                 “It’s sixty quid Lee, let’s not get bent out of shape about it.”
 
                 “Fuck you, it’s great news…it’s the start.”
 
                 “Well it’s not Sci-Fi.  I hope Morris doesn’t lose his cherry about it.”
 
                 “We should celebrate by downing these whiskeys!” Lee announced.
 
                 “Weren’t we going to do that anyway?”
 
                 “Yes, but we can do it now with party hats.”
 
                 Three quarters of the way down and the room was slipping away from both of us.  Lee received a text from his mum and announced that he needed to drive to Warrenpoint to do something.
 
                 “Warrenpoint, why the fuck do you need to go there?  Isn’t that across the border or something?”
 
                 “It’s near the border, my mum lives there.  I need to go there now.”
 
                 “How do you plan to get to Warrenpoint?”
 
                 “I’ve that car outside.”
 
                 “That’s your car?  Why have we been taking the bus everywhere?”
 
                 “Who needs to drive in Belfast?”
 
                 He had a point.  The village with tall buildings could be walked end-to-end in an afternoon; only wankers needed a car to just get around Belfast and no further.
 
                 “You can’t drive to Warrenpoint.” I countered.
 
                 “Can too, I know the way.”
 
                 “You’re drunk, there’s no fucking way you’d make it.”
 
                 “You should come with me,” he stated “two drunk people make a sober person.  You could work the gears for me and I’ll do the rest.”
 
                 “I don’t drive but I’m sure…”
 
                 “That’s totally how it works, are you coming or not?  I have two sisters and a mum who’s divorced and enjoys the company of younger men.  You are more than welcome to them all if you work my gears.”
 
                 I agreed and Lee prepared for our road trip by rolling two fat carrots and packing some concentration beers into his backpack.  Through blind luck we made it to Warrenpoint; the drive uneventful outside the car yet inside full of mania, at one point he took his hands from the wheel demanding I steer while he had a cigarette.  As I protested he released control of the vehicle and went rooting around in his pockets looking for his lighter.  I’d clutch control of the wheel before reminding him “I don’t know how to get to Warrenpoint.”
 
                 “I’ll keep you right,” he said huffing down a deep breath of nicotine “don’t worry you’re doing grand.”
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   SHE HAD BEEN COMING for most of the night, she came most nights, loud and proud and through the old creaky floorboards in the room directly above me.   Every night since I moved in.  The room had gone quiet for a couple of hours before It Won’t Take Long by The Rolling Stones thumped from her sound system and drew me from the tranquility of sleep into the sore and sticky reality of my bed.  I woke one eye at a time, throat dry and inhospitable, my brain two sizes too big for my skull and damn close to overheating.  There was a moistness to the sheets; I turned an eye to it and the wash of red that had escaped from my arm overnight brought it all back.  I still had all my fingers and could move them not only independently but in unison which relieved me.
 
                 I had worked a sixteen hour day the day before and was trying to sneak home without making a sound so I could make myself some dinner and get some rest when Lee swung his door open as though he’d caught me.  He looked as surprised and awkward as I did trying to skulk by him as he stood there with a blue carrier bag full of hair he had just shaved off his head.
 
                 “Give me a minute to clean up,” he said “I’ve something wonderful to show you!”
 
                 I cooked up some pork chops and ate them without anything to accompany and waited for that knock.  That knock that was different to others and that signaled the unpredictability you were ironically guaranteed if you spent long enough in Lee’s company.  I savoured the pork chops as much as I savoured the silence, my promising start hadn’t led to anything and I hadn’t had so much as a sniff from any publications.  Eventually Lee came calling and invited me into his lair.  He’d been scribbling on the wall, defacing every corner of chaotic green wallpaper there was.
 
                 “Don’t worry about all that, something I’m trying to work out.” he said waving me away from it and directing my attention to the armchair.
 
                 A five foot broad sword sat shimmering in the evening light, its handle beautiful leather wrapped in the most interesting design imaginable.
 
                 “Pretty sweet right?”
 
                 “Oh sure thing Lee, it’s aces!” I humoured him as my dogs began barking.
 
                 “Sit down, let me pour you a drink.”
 
                 I dropped down on to the floor where he handed me a glass before revealing a bottle of Bollinger, striking the cork off the champagne with one blow of the mighty sword spewing champagne everywhere before he topped me up.
 
                 “We celebrating something?  I haven’t missed our anniversary have I?”
 
                 “I’ve come to the most wonderful decision Doug…I’ve decided to celebrate it.”
 
                 “What’s the decision then buddy?”
 
                 “I’ve decided to flush my meds.” It was news to me there was even meds in the equation let alone the fact he was flushing.  Only fucking God knows how they managed to work with all that alcohol coursing through his system.
 
                 “But won’t that mean you’ll turn back into a girl?” he found the joke at his expense funnier than I thought he would and proceeded to roar.
 
                 “Who knows, let’s find out!”
 
                 He raised his glass, I raised mine and we sank them down.  The bottle ended quickly and then we were back on the beer.  By the end of the evening I was trying to show Lee how to disarm someone wielding such an impressive weapon as a broad sword, first snaking my arm around the blade before straightening my elbow and trying to pop the thing from his hand all the while slicing hot butter cuts through my flesh and dripping blood all over the floor.  Eventually it worked and I popped the sword from his grasp sending it flying into the air before it embedded itself in the original ceiling.
 
    
 
   The sheets were ruined and went to the bin.  I’d flip the mattress to get rid of the soaked-in blood before wrapping my arm in the previous night’s tee shirt, getting dressed and heading out to a pharmacy to get what I needed to clean out the multiple open wounds that adorned my right wing.  The door above slammed shut as I closed mine so I busied myself at the stairs in order to get a look at who was keeping me up all god-damn night without any of the gratification.
 
                 She hopped downstairs on a rainbow; her hair intentionally messed and cropped close to her smooth sculpted face.  She wore a v-neck tee shirt and her jeans were covered in little flecks of paint.  We exchanged nods and she was off on her way; that was the artsy type I figured the old man was talking about.  She didn’t have to make money she came from good stock, you could tell by the amount of effort she put into looking untidy.
 
   I told the pharmacist what had happened and watched as his opinion of me shrank away to nothing.  He sold me some bandages and some painkillers and all but booted me out the door when I asked for a lollipop with that.  When I got home Lee was awake and had drawn all over our front doors in the same gibberish he had covered his walls with.  The landlord would be expecting an explanation why I hadn’t cleaned that mess up so I went to the laundry room and got a basin and detergent and scrubbed the two doors clean, though not without dulling down the paint job.
 
                 Back inside my room I fired up the typer and popped a couple of painkillers as my arm began to throb but any focus was killed off by Lee who had taken himself to the fire escape to sing Rastafarian hymns at the top of his lungs and wouldn’t stop until late into the night when the police were called to quiet him down.
 
                 “You don’t have to worry officer,” I said “I’ll keep him under control.”
 
                 “I get a call to come out to him again and I’m locking that nutcase up.”
 
                 “Awfully kind of you.” I shut the door before he could respond.
 
                 Lee took a pint of whiskey before I got him settled down but it wouldn’t last long.  He was up before sunrise singing at the top of his lungs.
 
                 “Shut him the fuck up!” screamed an upstairs neighbour.
 
                 “Hey!  This is for your own protection!” Lee called back.
 
                 I’d go to shut him up but when I got out into the hall the girl started coming again and I noticed that Lee had covered both our doors and now the wall separating them in the same scribbles I had spent an hour stripping off.  The moan fought the song and did a good job in sending me crazy.  After an hour I didn’t know whether to cry or knock one out so I grabbed my typer, dumped it into my backpack and headed to Bookfinders for some peace and quiet.
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   LEE WAS getting worse by the minute and the weed was rotting his brain like sugar on a child’s milk teeth.  He sang morning, noon and night.  The same God-forsaken Rasta protection hymn; he drew over everything you left sitting still for ten minutes, the same gobbly-gook constantly on every surface.  Every door in the building was covered in the protective seal that would keep them at bay and the innocent residents of the Georgian building safe.  He had even gotten some of his nonsense tattooed on his chest.
 
                 “Come inside Doug, come inside you’ll be safe I’m able to protect you.”
 
                 “I’m busted Lee, another time perhaps.  You should get some sleep.”
 
                 “There isn’t the luxury of sleep for me anymore.” he replied popping a handful of uppers.
 
                 “Well, whatever you do be safe buddy ok?”
 
                 He nodded, checked left and right and then slammed the door.  I heard locks and bolts go; he had improved security on his pad since the last time I was inside.
 
                 I got to work on cleaning down the doors working my way from the ground floor up.  I damped the sponge and went to apply it to the door of the moaner when it swung open.  She cocked her head over her left shoulder to see what had caused the sudden disturbance of air in her darkened den.  An easel sat before her, brush in hand.  I fucking knew it.
 
                 “Hello.” she said.
 
                 “I’m here to clean the insane ramblings from your front door.”
 
                 “Don’t, I kind of like them.”
 
                 “It’s my ass if they’re still here when Hegarty comes round for rent.”
 
                 “Well we wouldn’t want Hegarty to do anything to your ass.”
 
                 “That’s harder to live down than you’d think.”
 
                 “You speaking from experience?”
 
                 “I know a guy.”
 
                 “Like that is it?”
 
                 “So you’re a painter.” I said, getting to my feet and inviting myself in.
 
                 My eyes went first to the bed, four-poster princess-like, I was surprised it was little more than a sweat-soaked pile of twisted rubble the amount of action it got.
 
                 “What’s this then?”
 
                 “It’s a work in progress.” she replied.
 
                 “It got a name?” I asked looked at it, trying to figure out what it was meant to be.
 
                 “That’s a secret.”
 
                 I was intrigued “Secret huh, how so?”
 
                 “You’ve never had a secret before have you?”
 
                 “Not one worth keeping, I’m Doug.”
 
                 “Cara,” she said before continuing “I don’t mean to sound…”
 
                 “Gotcha, nice to meet you Cara.”
 
                 “I mean it, I don’t mean to sound rude I’ve got to finish this while it’s in me to do so, but drop by some time we can have a drink, you do drink don’t you?”
 
                 “I’ll bring a bottle.”
 
                 I pulled the door shut and cleaned the rest of the building with ease but that night the coming started like clockwork and I didn’t know what to make of her.  It also brought a full moon and Lee began blood letting on the fire escape and singing until his voice cracked and I thought his throat would bleed out.
 
                 As the neighbourhood came alive in united hatred of my blonde friend I climbed out after him and dragged him back into his room.  It took every last breath in me to wrestle the determined little sod back into his abode and ruined more clothes I couldn’t afford to replace.  He stared at me frantically shaking his head and demanding to be released before the spell was broken.  I poured him a glass of whiskey but he refused it point blank.
 
                 “I won’t have it dull me, it’s too important tonight!”
 
                 He talked in circles.  I figured my head would boil or explode trying to get to the bottom of what he was chittering on about; he was a hard nut inside a hard nut inside a concrete shell but eventually I cracked him.
 
                 “You don’t understand Doug,” he wept “I don’t want to be the person who knows all this.  I never asked for any of this but I know it now so I’m marked for death and you’re in danger, and this entire building is in danger just for knowing me.  I’m sorry Doug, I never meant to do any of this to you.  Forgive me, you have to forgive me!”
 
                 “There’s nothing to forgive Lee, tell me what’s wrong.”
 
                 “You don’t understand, you’re a target now.  I have to protect you, there’s no choice anymore.”
 
                 “Protect me from what?”
 
                 “From the Rastafarian’s!” he finally said shaking on the last word.
 
                 “And what are they going to do?”
 
                 His conviction had begun to make me feel worried though I was far from scribbling bollocks on everyone’s door.  Lee was convinced the Rastafarian’s were out to get him because he had a list of all the homosexual Rastafarians in Northern Ireland.  
 
                 “You don’t understand Doug, their religion strictly forbids it.  Nobody should have ever made that list and now I have it.” he tapped the side of his head.
 
                 “And they’re going to kill you for it?”
 
                 “No, they’ll torture me, if they kill me I’d be dead.  No, they’ll most likely kill you.  Oh Christ Doug I’m sorry buddy I never meant for any of this shit to happen to you.”
 
                 Oh dear god fuck me, yeah!
 
                 “Don’t worry about it mate, accidents happen.”
 
                 That’s it, oh fuck yeah that’s it!  Harder!  Harder!
 
                 “What’s that noise?”
 
                 “That’s Cara, don’t worry about her she’ll keep the Rastas busier than both of us could.”
 
                 Harder!  Harder!  Oh God that’s it!
 
                 “Hey Lee, do you want to hear a joke?” I asked.
 
                 “No, not really.”
 
                 “Ok, then can I use your phone for a minute?”
 
                 I took his phone and stepped out into the hallway and dialed the number under Mum Mobile.  She answered after a few rings, it wasn’t that late but I could tell I had woke her up.
 
                 “Hi, no it’s not Lee, it’s his friend Doug.”
 
                 “Is there anything wrong?”
 
                 “Has Lee ever mentioned Rastafarians to you?”
 
                 “Keep him there, I’m getting into the car now.” she said before hanging up.
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   THERE IS A TIME to stop reading, there is a time to stop trying to write.  There is a time to kick the whole bloated sensation of art out on its whore-ass, I read this and felt aggrieved that it was about me, yet relieved that I could stop trying and start to settle and it was ok because I had read it somewhere.  I was working at Centra pretty solidly by this point, drinking slightly less and was doing quite well at putting away what the inter-city movers and shakers called a nest egg.  Every day at lunch time I was confronted with a sea of like-minded souls who had sold their dreams out for the power of the green paper and had somehow managed to come to terms with it or at least could fake happiness.  Nobody grows up wanting to work in a call centre, be a cashier in a department store, stack shelves, be responsible for the discount stickers going on white goods.  We are brought into the world on a wave of endless possibility like unopened toys or unread books on a shelf, collected for their exciting possibilities rather than their realities.  We all want to be astronauts, or cowboys, or Disney princesses, or cops and then somewhere along the way we see the kid who dropped out barely able to read driving an Audi and realize that you get more when you settle.  It’s a sick old bastard of a lesson to learn and it’s ultimately responsible for every raised voice, broken marriage and smacked down spouse there ever has been.  Lee seemed to have it sussed; he was out to play the game, trading off a portion of his life towards a vocation in order to reach the gold ring and get what he wanted and look how life turned him out.
 
                 Who’s next there please!
 
                 Next customer please!
 
                 Locked away in a loony bin being served up enough coated personality suppressors to erode him for a decade and if he makes it out the other side what chance does he stand?  How much of his life will be about settling in order to not upset the apple cart.  “Time to knock art out on her whole-ass” I told myself as I swiped across a pre-packed sandwich, a bottle or Coca-Cola and a Snickers before bagging them and handing them over to a greasy kid in his dad’s shirt with an acne battlefield on his puss.
 
                 “Three-forty broheim.” I said.
 
                 He’d hand me the exact change and slink off and I’d get it.  I understood, he wasn’t any happier than the rest of them, he wasn’t any happier than me, than Lee, than my old man or Dani or Jason or Mum.  He was just as beaten down and finger-fucked by life as the rest of us servants; he had just learned to hide it from himself.  It struck me like a lightning bolt.  I wasn’t going to let it beat me, it might not fucking work out but that didn’t mean I didn’t owe it the proper try.  I had nothing or nobody depending on me, nothing that I needed to do or pay for, nothing stopping me from giving it a proper shot other than the fear that might come with the sudden stumble forward and the realization that the ground is about to leap up at you and knock your front fucking teeth in.  I was fine with that; let it come and take its best god-damn shot.  I’d stand before it blooded and bruised and proclaim Is that all you fucking got?
 
                 The next morning I had another 4AM start, there are harder jobs in life but when you’ve had forty-five minutes sleep and are counting out newspapers in the infancy of the day with the store owner looking over your shoulder making sure you can mark up as far as thirty-two I’d defy you to show me one I’d hate more.  Breakfast time came at 5:30AM when Joel took his break from the deli counter and knocked us both up a bacon, sausage and egg soda bread sandwich with brown sauce splashed across it.  I’d sit by the back door between the extractor fan and the industrial bins and tell myself the job was for the greater good.  It was affording me somewhere to live, food on my plate and a couple of pints of whiskey at the foot of my bed.  True to form five minutes into break Morris would come looking us.
 
                 “You nearly done Doug?”
 
                 “Fuck Mo I’ve just sat down, thirty minutes…thirty of them.  I’ve had maybe five!”
 
                 “Right, well the morning rush is probably ten minutes out so I’ll see you back there.”
 
                 “I don’t doubt it.”
 
                 “How’s the Sci-Fi novel coming along?”
 
                 “Aces!  Just fucking aces!” I said devouring half my sandwich.  I could take the thirty minutes but the poker nosed fuck wouldn’t let me enjoy a minute of it so I’d eat fast, smoke immediately after swallowing and get back on the shop floor before he came conversation raping again.
 
                 Quitting time for me was 2PM, which was the only good thing about the early shift with Morris.  I’d walk out of town and catch my 2:30PM lecture before falling through the door of the huge creaking building just before 4PM where I’d nap for an hour or two before going about the rest of my evening.  Since Lee had been sectioned the whole place had gone to shit.  My social life wasn’t quite dead but it didn’t look too healthy; the ceiling in the hallway had all but fallen through on the top floor meaning everyone had to get dressed in extra layers of clothing for going to bed.  A Moroccan couple moved into Lee’s old room after his mum had paid for the place to be cleaned up and I could hear them wish each other goodnight as though it could be their last before going to bed.  The taps on my sink frost stiff but Cara screwed harder than ever.
 
    
 
   I came home one day to find Hegarty coming down the stairs looking pleased with himself, his tool belt dangling from his hip.  He smiled his denture clad smile and patted me on the shoulder.
 
                 “I took care of that hole in the ceiling for you.” he said, implying I had been slacking.
 
                 “That’s more than a super.”
 
                 “No, no you’re welcome.”
 
                 I climbed the two extra flights to inspect his handy work.  An industrial sized box of Pamper’s Diapers (like the box that would be delivered to a shop before they were packed out on to the shelf in their individual packaging) sat duct-taped in the hole.  It rattled in the wind and made the kind of noise you’d get when you stuck a playing card in the spokes of your bike.
 
                 “Cheap old bastard.” I touretted aloud to myself.
 
                 “I was wondering what the noise was.” she said.
 
                 I’d turn around and there was Cara, her messy wave of light brown hair wrangled together under a skull cap but otherwise in her regular uniform of tee and painted denim.
 
                 “Can you believe that shit?  Two hundred a month off how many of us and this is fixing the ceiling!”
 
                 “His son’s worse, so pray the old guy stays in good health until you move out.” she said turning to walk away.
 
                 “Hey!” I called out “How’s the painting coming along?”
 
                 “It’s good, you’d know if you ever took a girl up on her invitation.”
 
                 “You always seemed busy.” I replied diplomatically
 
                 She seemed to weigh-up the response, selecting her sentence in parts.
 
                 “Well…I’m not…not tonight anyhow.  I got two steaks defrosting in the sink so if you promise to bring a bottle and actually turn up this time you can have one of them.”
 
                 “Sure,” I bit “I’ll see you later then, say…”
 
                 “Eight.  Eight is the acceptable dining time, right?”
 
                 “Eight it is.  I’ll bring wine, you want me to pick any potatoes from the bathroom?  We could have roasties too.”
 
                 She laughed crinkling her nose. “Let me handle the main course.”
 
                 Cara disappeared down the stairs and I waited until her door closed before I descended as I didn’t want to ruin a perfectly good interaction with stair talk or an awkward moment by her door.  I grabbed some money from the roll I kept inside a cleaned out Baked Bean can that sat at the back of my wardrobe and walked out on to the Malone Road and up to the off-license for a few bottles of red.  Winter was coming and the street danced with leaf and litter alike in the brisk coastal air.
 
                 I knocked twice on Cara’s door at 8:05PM not wanting to seem too eager, it swayed open but I waited for her to officially answer it.  The room had been stripped of its crazy wallpaper and painted brilliant white.  I wasn’t able to see it before with the curtains drawn but it was obvious that she had created a studio for herself to live in.  The easel was pushed to the corner of the room and a soft leather briefcase sat under the sink.
 
                 “You’re five minutes late.” she stated.
 
                 “I was attempting to appear not too eager.” I replied, somewhat liberated by her frankness.
 
                 “It’s certainly worked, come on in.”
 
                 “I brought vino…the finest that Marcel’s Discount Wine-porium stocks.”
 
                 “Glasses are up by the books there, crack one of them open and let it breathe,” she instructed “I’m just going down to check on dinner.”
 
                 Cara disappeared from the room.  I uncorked a bottle and sat it on the shelf below the mirror over the sink.  When I had looked at the painting before I had been too close or she hadn’t been further along, either way I couldn’t make out what it was supposed to be but from the back wall I could see a face.  It looked like Cara but fragmented and multi-coloured like it was a patch job of her aura, I liked it.  I looked around the room, she had as few things as I did and seemed to be fine with the trade off between art and commerce but then again she was of the class that Jack reckoned it should all be left to.  She had a fold-out table which she had erected and propped against her wardrobe mirror meaning that when we sat down it looked like we were eating dinner with another deadbeat couple.  She came back with two hands sizzling, sliding my plate on to the mat with ease before setting hers down and gracefully sliding into her chair which I just about managed to pull out for her.
 
                 “Gentleman too.”
 
                 “Oh my mama raised me right.” I said, taking my seat.
 
                 I cut into my steak, it was still bloody, still beautiful, my mouth watered at the prospect of it and I fought against devouring it and hers.
 
                 “So tell me about your friend.”
 
                 “Which one?” I asked
 
                 “The crazy one from next door, where’s he at?”
 
                 “He’s a good guy really, shame what happened to him.”
 
                 “What happened to him?” she asked biting into her steak.
 
                 “Stopped taking his pills, went a little crazy.  Got himself convinced a Rastafarian hit squad was coming for him.”
 
                 “Why would a Rastafarian hit squad come for him?  Is there even such a thing?”
 
                 “Well the narrative goes that they’d come for him because he had a list of all the gay Rastas in Northern Ireland and apparently yes there is such a thing…dreadlocked ninjas I believe is their trademarked name.” I cut off a piece, stabbed it and one of my potatoes with the fork and shoveled them both into my mouth.
 
                 “I don’t get it, why would Rasta Force care about a gay list?”
 
                 “Turns out their relaxed attitude towards the Mary-Jane is a false impression on their attitude towards everything else.  Apparently they’re very religious and very anti the man-on-man, that’s religion for you.”
 
                 “That’s shocking, I did not know that.” she drained down a glass on red.
 
                 “I know right!  Every day’s a school day.” I replied matching her.
 
                 She poured two more before speaking “So what do you do then?”
 
                 “I’m at Queen’s…by day, by night I’m one fifth of a deadly hash smoking ninja team but I really shouldn’t talk about it.  Our main office is in the shadows.”
 
                 “What are you studying?”
 
                 “English and Film.”
 
                 “So what do you want to do then?”
 
                 “Who knows, I wanted to be a writer but who knows.”
 
                 “That’s cool, what kind of stuff would you write?”
 
                 “I’m still figuring that out, still figuring a lot out.”
 
                 We tore through the first bottle making a mockery of its alcohol percentage.  Before long the second bottle was gone too and we’d taken to sitting on the floor smoking cigarettes while she told me of her plans to exhibit something within the next year or so and how disapprovingly straight laced her family of doctors were towards her idea of a future.  Turns out she was given no easier or guilt free ride than us poor people.  She rolled us two joints and we took two big hits and held them, I toasted Lee in the back of my mind before blowing it out.
 
                 “That’s pretty nifty.” I said, snapping my pointed finger at her dormant self portrait.
 
   “Oh that!  Thanks baby,” she replied sinking the remains of her glass before twiddling with her hair “I could do your aura too.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, all exploding like the Eastern sunrise with burning red stars in your eyes.”
 
   “Is that what my aura looks like then?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “I always assumed the sun shone from another part of my anatomy but I’ll take that.” I toasted topping us both up.
 
   “I’ve a question Doug, I want your honest answer so please don’t think just blurt out your immediate thought.” she said, toking down another hit.
 
   “Bring it on Sista.”
 
                 “Would you like to fuck me now?”
 
                 I didn’t mean to but I took a moment and I could see it annoyed her.
 
                 “Are you fucking kidding?” I asked.
 
                 “I never fuck around when it comes to fucking around, so what do you say?  You can do me any way you want, it’s entirely up to you.  There’s only two things, one is that you wear a Johnny…”
 
                 “Obviously.”
 
                 “…and two is that when you’re finished I get to keep it, the Johnny that is.”
 
                 “And why would you want to keep it?” I asked, huffing it down.
 
                 “Oh don’t worry it’s nothing weird,” she’d offer earnestly “so what do you say?”
 
                 “Well if it’s nothing weird then I’d be delighted to fuck you Cara.”
 
                 “Great!” she stated, clapping her hands and leaping to her feet.  
 
                 She rooted around in the briefcase before pulling out a sheet of white paper detailing it.  A contact, a fucking fucking contract.
 
                 “Just read this and sign the release at the bottom.”
 
                 “Cara, what the hell is this?”
 
                 “It’s important Douglas, you don’t get any ass without it.”
 
                 I took the contract from her and read it through.  The act was consensual and no monetary reward was either given or received; both parties at the time of the act were over the age of eighteen years; that Miss Harrison retained all rights over the male contributors ejaculate and that at no time would she use it in an attempt to impregnate herself or commit a criminal act or use it in any way that may damage the character or legal status of the donor.  The print got smaller and my attention waned.
 
                 “You’re serious about this!” I stated more than asked.
 
                 “Sign it and fuck me.” she demanded removing her jeans, then tee, then panties and laying herself out bare on her perfectly made bed.
 
                 I scribbled down my signature and followed suit; stripping down in record time and then I was on her.  She rode me as though she stood a chance of winning the Kentucky derby, my pole firmly wrapped up inside her juicy pink walls as she pounded up and down on top of me.  Her small breasts jiggling about, her nails buried half an inch deep into my chest before she flipped over and I got a ringside view of her pear-drop ass as she smashed up and down in an attempt to turn my hips to dust.
 
                 “Oh that’s it baby!  That’s the fucking spot there!”
 
                 She worked me into the small hours and when I finished my eyes rolled back in my head and didn’t correct themselves until I got a phone call from Morris at 5:30AM wondering why I wasn’t in his fucking shop.
 
                 My bones hurt and I smelt of pussy.  It made me think of Ronan’s tent and I was in no mood for Morris.  He’d come to get me after being on break for seven minutes and I’d tell him to fuck off you slave driver before turning back to the glamourous vista view of industrial bins and heavy-set female cleaners with what looked like male patterned baldness and smoked the end of my cigarette.  I needed money but not his, not anymore.  I’d get another job and I made sure I’d quit in style dropping two blister packs of laxatives into the coffee machine that would not only take out Morris but half the city’s bus drivers as Belfast came to a stinking brown stop; traffic bumper-to-bumper as driver after driver dropped out of their cabin to empty their balloon knots in whatever bathroom or sewer grate that would welcome them.              
 
                 “I don’t feel too well today Douggie.” groaned Morris as he doubled over.
 
                 “You look like Casper.”
 
                 “I could shit through the eye of a needle.” his stomach turned over, his ass yawned and he raced towards the stock room and the staff toilets.
 
                 “It’s going to be a photo finish on that one.” quipped Joel.
 
                 “Do me a favour Joel, when Chief Gravy Arse gets out of the stink lodge tell him I quit.”
 
                 I savoured every step of the walk home that day.  The tiredness only served to make me feel alive.
 
   11
 
   I SLEPT FOR most of the afternoon and when I woke all was quiet.  I’d call on Cara to see if she’d be interested in grabbing a movie or some Thai food and maybe screwing my brains out without a waiver being given my mark but she wasn’t there and the door was locked for the first time I had known.  The dark haired girl from the level up stared down and said “She’s moved out” before asking if I was the new super and giving a thought or two as to whether she was game for continuing her consistent record but I was in no mood for games.  Cara hadn’t mentioned anything about moving, if anything she seemed content enough in the shit hole we all called home.  I returned to my room and smoked two of my last few cigarettes and cursed my nature.  I was now living alone in an old beaten down house that I didn’t stand a chance of staying on top of with no friend, no girl, no job and a Baked Bean can full of money that mentally I was already depleting as I paid out rent and stocked up on peppers, eggs and oranges…oh how I forgot about those oranges.  I had three beers and four smokes left.  I popped the window and pulled my chair over to it, firing up the typer; if I was destined to be broke I’d at least have an excuse for it.
 
                 A few days later I got a job in a video rental store.  It was in the heart of the student land so most of the new releases went out and never came back meaning pound for pound it had the best catalogue of any of the stores.  I’d watch classic European cinema on the counter thumbing my nose at the company policy of only playing the latest releases.
 
                 “Keep what’s on the screens current Doug.”
 
                 “Sure thing boss, right after Knife in the Water.” I replied tucking into the burst bag of popcorn.
 
                 The Indian restaurant that sat above the store had a takeaway branch of the family’s curry empire next door and they were always late with their returns.  I’d wipe their fines telling them it was atrocious they’d be expected to pay the sales value for a DVD they were too busy to watch; they’d smile and thank me and appear at the door at lunchtime with a freshly cooked Indian meal just for me.  It wasn’t bribery, it was bartering and it existed long before our current accepted method of commerce.
 
    
 
   The house was falling apart and I was earning enough that I didn’t need to take the rent reduction to be Hegarty’s bottom bitch but not enough to be able to afford the first month and deposit that all other landlords were requiring so I continued to chip away at the crumbling tower and worked my way up to another Baked Bean tin.
 
                 On my way to class one day I saw a poster for an exhibition coming to the Ormeau Baths Gallery called “100 MEN by Cara Harrison”.  I’d pick up a leaflet at the University’s library and read how Miss Harrison has shocked and awed critics and art lovers alike with her provocative and challenging self portrait that contains the semen of one hundred sexual partners.  I beamed with pride for her; she was fucking doing it.  She was living the dream; I had spent so long worrying about becoming my old man that I had almost lost sense of who it was I wanted to be.  She was a god-damn champion; I was proud of her and more than a little pleased to be part of a provocative and challenging piece of art.  The old man would have fucking hated it and it made me smile.  The DUP would picket her opening night and call her all the whore-bags under the sun but to me she was aces and as they screamed and damned her to hell upon arrival she kept her head high, her shoulders back and she breezed through the gallery doors with all the God given grace of a princess.  The invite would arrive at my door,
 
                 To Douglas,
 
                 Thanks for being Mr. 100
 
                 Cara
 
    
 
   In class I overheard the intellectual chin strokers wax on about the think pieces they were working on and how there’s nothing I like more than to sit in my study with a great big cup of thought tea and really work.
 
                 “I know exactly what you mean.” said another and I damn near rolled my eyes out of my head.  They were exactly the type of people I hated.
 
                 When I got home the ceiling had finally come through, the Pampers box was no match for decades worth of damp.  Hegarty stood before me, his hands on his hips as a river of plaster and water rushed by our feet.
 
                 “Well, what are we going to do now Sonny-Jim?” he asked.
 
                 “I’m getting my white ass out of here.”
 
                 I took the stairs three at a time, packed my bags and swam out of there as quickly as I made the decision to move in.  The place had character and that was code for a shit lot of problems that were never going to be fixed.  Fuck character, I wanted hot water and a separate living room.
 
                 A few friends had a room going spare in their house on Ulsterville Gardens.  It was an old house again; plenty of character but at least there was a separate living room, dining room and kitchen.  I even got the biggest room, it was aces.  The landlord was one of their cousins.
 
                 “Blood might be thicker than water but money talks.” he said making a mess of his metaphors.
 
                 I could already tell he was going to be a pain in the ass but at least the carpets were dry.
 
                 “It’s two-forty a month friend plus deposit,” he continued “you good with that?”
 
                 “Yeah I’m grand, I’ll have it with you tomorrow.” I said, placing my bags on the King-size bed.
 
                 The following morning I rose early and headed into town to the pawn shop with my banjo in hand.  The man behind the bullet proof glass cut me a cheque for £500 and told me I had two weeks to buy it back before it went in the window.  I paid off my rent and got to work on pulling in as many hours as possible at the video store; all too often skipping out on classes in order to make the cash I needed.
 
                 When I went back to the pawn shop it was the last day before my banjo went to any takers with the cash to acquire it.  I paid him back the five hundred plus interest and he handed it back across the counter into my eagerly awaiting arms.
 
                 I glanced down at its shiny dark wooden finish.  The instrument felt alien, unfamiliar in my hands, cold and unresponsive to my touch.  I thought for a moment that maybe it wasn’t the same instrument and then I thought how stupid that seemed, and I left with it on my shoulder.
 
    
 
   Talking to Myself
 
    
 
   One day I arrived into work and there was a package waiting for me at my desk.  There was no card and it was wrapped in duct tape like some lunatic shoe bomber type had singled me out for fame and dismemberment.  Firing up my computer I pulled it in under the desk lamp and carefully opened it.  Inside sat a handkerchief and buried inside the white silk fabric of the ‘chief were two baby teeth.
 
   The milky white tusks peered up at me, so innocent and pure that they sent a Godly shiver through my spine.  Who was playing games?  Grabbing my cigarettes I walked round the cold glass fronted concourse to the rear of the building, stopping at reception.
 
   ‘Morning love.’ greeted Lillian.
 
   ‘Morn Lill, look there’s a package on my desk but there’s no postage on it.  Did a courier come with it?’
 
   ‘There’s been no post today.’
 
   ‘What about yesterday? I slipped out early, did anyone leave it in last minute?’
 
   She considered this before offering ‘Nope, no courier.  What is it?  Something saucy I hope.’
 
   ‘You could say that.’
 
   Pushing on I asked at security but they saw nothing or slept through it.  Either way I had shit all to go on.  I smoked two cigarettes, returning to my desk two minutes before nine and opened a word document.  I had been stealing time from my employer for two years, writing the daily short story, the occasional novel – both completed and aborted but each time I looked at those baby teeth my mouth hurt, so after lunch I tucked them up in my desk and whittled away the afternoon on Twitter and Good Reads.
 
   Walking home along the coastline I stopped at a liquor store and bought a bottle of Dago red for dinner but as I opened the front door of my apartment a fly crashed into my eye and I lost my grip on the grapes.  Hitting the ground the bottle cracked without fully breaking.  Cradling it like a new-born I rushed the bottle to the sink, placing it inside an empty ice bucket all the while still partially sighted from the dead bug under my eyelid.
 
   The air pressure in the room shifted slightly and I knew without looking that the front door, which I’d left open, had been shut.  Slowly, reluctantly, I turned on my heels to see him standing before me – Jack Morgan, my father.  Almost twenty years deceased and looking well for his age; the California sunshine seemingly just what the undead relative required.  My eyes welled up with salt water, half from the emotion of seeing my dead dad standing before me, half thanks to that god-damn fly.  Rubbing my eye I stepped forward and offer an almost childish…
 
   ‘Daddy?’
 
   He smirked, chuckled to himself before shaking his head.  ‘No, I’m not dear old Jack.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, it’s just you look so much like my dad.’ I explained.
 
   ‘Well I’m not him.’
 
   ‘Who are you then?’ my left hand unmoving from the neck of the wine bottle, if he moves I’ll strike him I told myself.
 
   ‘I’m you Doug, well… we’re us.  I’ve…’
 
   ‘Bullshit, sell that shite somewhere else.  Close the gate on your way out too.’
 
   ‘I don’t blame you,’ the older me said ‘I didn’t believe it either when it happened to me.’
 
   ‘This happened to you?’
 
   ‘Of course, that’s how time travel works.’
 
   ‘You’re a time traveller, I’m a time traveller.  What have we been drinking?’ I quizzed.
 
   ‘I assume so, I mean I can’t really explain how all this happened and you won’t be able to either but one day… in about thirty years’ time you’ll be here looking at your youth.’
 
   ‘Thirty years, fuck we’ve aged badly.’
 
   His brow knitted and I realized if he was me then this was pretty much his cue to strike me.  I offered him a glass of wine, he accepted and we both retreated to our mutually agreed safe distances from one another.  The dog seemed at ease with him, with me and with the situation.  I was yet to start dinner but he assured me it wouldn’t be necessary as she won’t make it.
 
   ‘So if you’re me prove it.’ I threw down challenging him.
 
   ‘Ok, you went down on Karen Barlow when you were nine years old.’
 
   ‘Everyone knows that.’
 
   ‘You smoke a bone and listen to the Stones when you finish a book.’ he countered.
 
   ‘Everyone knows that too.’ I snapped.
 
   ‘Ok.’ he said finally, stepping forward to place his glass on the kitchen worktop before unbuttoning his jeans grabbing two hands of denim and pants then driving them firmly to down around his ankles.
 
   Standing before me, half awake and hanging to the left was my very own dick.  Thirty years older, with only God knows how many extra miles under its hood but as sure as I was staring at the familiar face of my father there it was, my torque, travelled through time to save me.  Nodding, I forced myself to break eye contact.  I’ve always liked the sight of my own wang.  Pulling his pants up he… I mean I grinned like a stupid asshole having proved a point.  I realized that one day I’ll be dropping trou to wave my talliwhacker at a younger version of myself who thought I look like a decrepit old prick.
 
   ‘So the baby teeth, you sent them.’ I said gulping down my wine, the fly slowly working its way round the back of my eye to decay somewhere inside my skull.
 
   ‘They’re ours,’ he said smiling as I held them out ‘I took them from our childhood bed.  It was the last time there was an ounce of innocence in us.  When those teeth went…’
 
   ‘Look who we had for a father, what chance did we stand, huh?’ I toasted.
 
   ‘Cut that shit out!’ he barked in a familiar tone ‘Blame is like water, if we don’t douse ourselves in it how are we ever expected to grow?’
 
   My knees didn’t feel like they worked anymore so I pulled up a seat on the couch as the dog clambered up on top of me.  It was all a little too much to take on board, I looked to him and I saw my future.  I saw Jack, I saw everything that my childhood promised and my soul feared.
 
   ‘This isn’t happening.’ I assured myself.
 
   ‘Oh it’s happening.’ he replied.
 
   ‘It is happening Doug.’ added the voice inside.
 
   With my head in my hands I fired a glance towards myself and asked ‘Why are you here then?’
 
   ‘Sorry?’
 
   ‘How can you not hear that?  You asked the same question once!  Why are you here?!’ I screamed.
 
   ‘I don’t know.  I was crossing the street and saw you.  You dropped your wine, stumbled into the apartment like a retard and I remembered a day when I was young and stupid and was confronted by my future self… so I figured I’d drop in and say hello.’
 
   ‘Well you’ve done that, what else are you meant to say?’
 
   ‘I suppose I could always tell you what I told me, and what you’ll probably one day tell you.’
 
   ‘And what’s that?’
 
   ‘Make more of yourself kid.’
 
   ‘That’s it?’
 
   ‘That’s it.  Like I said, I thought I’d drop in…’
 
   ‘I thought they’d be some big… Doug you’re a dick and you’re destroying your life and everyone thinks you’re a prick and they’re right but it’s not too late… and blah, blah, blah.’
 
   ‘Nope,’ he said with a toss of the shoulders ‘just make more of yourself, oh and cut down on the spicy food unless you want a pet ulcer.  Do you think you’re destroying your life?’
 
   ‘I don’t know.’ I admitted.
 
   ‘Ok, well I had better go.  I’ve got dinner reservations with the wife and if I’m not there… actually, I not too sure she’s there yet…’
 
   ‘Are you sure she’s born?’
 
   He laughed ‘I’m pretty funny, right?!  Ok, I’m out of here… was good seeing the old place again.’
 
   He left, closing the door behind him but he missed the gate.  I watched from the window as he walked towards Beach Avenue before turning the corner and disappearing.  That night my dinner date cancelled on me and I ate in front of the television with the pug curled up beside me.  I played with the baby teeth in the middle of my smooth palm and set my mind on not confronting myself in three decades time unless I had something more profound to offer than make more of yourself kid.
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