
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


Living Dead Lovers


 


A Novel


 


by


 


Jonathan Dunne
















 


Copyright © 2013 Jonathan Dunne


All Rights Reserved.


No part of this work may be stored, transmitted, or reproduced in
any form without the express written permission of the author.
















Dedication


 


To the Memory of My Mom, Dorothy. She was a Reader.


 


To My Dad, Bill, who planted the seeds of my stories with his bed-time
stories.
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We are all in the gutter but some of
us are looking at the stars – Oscar Wilde.


 


Don’t Call Us; We’ll Call you – the Dead.
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The End (Part 1)


 


Reader, would
you care to join me on the edge of this cliff?


‘Cabbage, I love you, but for the love of Jesus,
hurry up ‘n jump before the cliffs erode!’


‘I need time to think, Magma!’ 


‘What’s there to think about, woman!? Your mid-air
sequence as you plummet to your death? This isn’t the Olympics,
Cabbage.’


Reader, I don’t have a Facebook page, but if I had, I
would choose ‘It’s Complicated’ from the drop-down menu regarding my ‘Relationship’
status. I ask myself how I have ended up here on the side of a sea-cliff but I
know the answer: I speak with the dead. I am Valentina ‘Cabbage’ Moone,
renowned psychic medium, after all. Naw, I don’t care all that much for that
half-hearted term medium: I’m a BIG-ASS psychic in every way because
that’s how I roll. It’s that ironic fact of being able to make idle chat with
the non-living that has brought me here to the Cliffs of Moher on Ireland’s west coast to end my life as I know it. I chose one of the highest cliffs in the
country just to be sure, to be sure. 


Why am I about to throw myself to my death? Yes,
that’s probably a pertinent question.


See, I’ve spent my years conjuring up spirits for
grieving families when those poor souls never wanted to be conjured up in the
first place. I’ve been spying on the dead all my life, giving away secrets that
the Dead had supposedly taken to their graves (oops). Being summoned by
Valentina ‘Cabbage’ Moone is like being summoned to jury-duty, I imagine. The
poor souls prefer to, quite literally R.I.P, but I wouldn’t let them in my
blissful ignorance. For the Dead, the living is nothing but one big spamming
insurance company dropping propaganda in their celestial letter-boxes. They
just want a normal conversation with a stranger because it’s easier to talk to
a stranger without getting sentimental, being dead, and all. Not only that, I’m
slightly embarrassed to say that I’ve been pocketing vast sums of money from
vulnerable people who are desperate to know that their deceased loved ones are
still with them. This is the first reason that has brought me here today: I
need to undo all this bad karma; I’m worth more dead than alive.


‘Cabbage?’ Magma asks, almost a plea, ‘Don’t you love
me enough to jump?! Jesus, I love you!’ 


Okay, Reader, so there’s a second reason: my dead
lover. It’s the first time that I’ve heard Magma use the word ‘love’. Why now?
Cos Magma thinks that I’m going to chicken out of death and leave him stranded
alone in the after-life. ‘I’m not about to throw myself off a cliff cos I find
you cute!!’ I snap.


‘No,’ Magma answers back, ‘love is too simple a word
for what I feel for you.’


Here we go... the man’s desperate. What gives with
the sudden outpouring of emotion?


‘What I feel for you couldn’t possibly be captured in
a dictionary, especially an English one.’ 


Let’s get one thing clear, Reader, before you go
reading between the lines: my ‘lover’ is a dead racing-car driver not Charles
Dickens – there’s nothing to read between the lines – you’re lucky to get
the lines. Logistics and metaphysics mean that our relationship hasn’t been
consummated so when I say lover I mean it in a loosely-binding way. He’s
sitting next to me now, perched on the cliff-face at an impossible angle. His
undying words of love come at me through the visor of his battered helmet which
he hasn’t removed since his tragic death in Monaco along with his eternally
singed and smoking racing-suit. His helmet has become a metaphor for our future
together. Marty will only remove his helmet when I remove my heavenly knickers
in the afterlife. I think I will need a back-up pair by the time today is over,
ha ha. I have never seen Magma without his helmet. Love is blind or what,
Reader? ‘I feel more alive now than when I was alive!’ he rejoices, slapping
his smoking chest. ‘I’ve played around, I won’t deny it, but you jump my bones,
woman. Do you realize the power that that must take to jump bones? Our
love breaks all barriers.’


‘Yeah, it was breaking a barrier on the last lap of
the Monaco grand-prix that put you in the category that doesn’t need life
insurance.’ I regret saying it even before I’ve finished my caustic line. See,
Magma doesn’t like to be reminded that he’s dead. 


Magma continues with his childish tit-for-tat
reasoning. ‘Cabbage, either you jump or I jump!’


‘You’re already dead, Magma. I’m not an idiot.’ I’m
suddenly overcome by a confusing well of emotion. I bury my face in my hands
and my body screams at me but I can’t, I just can’t hear me any more – where
are my hardy gypsy roots!? Mama’s roots that would find purchase in the North
Pole or the Sahara? Mama who was legally blind and illegally deaf when it
suited her. Maybe I should’ve run away with the circus when I had that
chance…


‘Cabbage, it’s the only way we can make our undying love work.’


‘Only it isn’t undying,’ I answer back, ‘because you’re
already dead and I have to die.’ Below my steel toe-capped
anti-corrosive maroon Doc Martens stands 213
 meters of sheer jagged black rock. It hurts just to look. ‘I know love is
blind but, Christ, this is taking the piss. At least, your death came as a
surprise to everybody, including you. But I’ve got to think about it and
there’s nothing worse than having your own suicide on your mind.’ 


I’ve learned, not through experience, that relationships are all
about give and take but it isn’t as if Magma can come back from the dead,
Reader. It’s up to me to purchase that one-way ticket, albeit at a higher
price. I’ve come here to end my mortal life to be with my dead lover. And for
the last time, it is not necrophilia – I’ve no intention of digging up
Magma’s dead carcass in the cold ground and lying with him in his coffin.
Besides, he was cremated, which sort of works nicely with his smouldering
charm. Regrettably, Magma was cremated twice; the second time was just a
formality. Actually, Magma had been just a pawn in my grand scheme to get me in
the door of Club After-Life because I reckoned that they might have an issue
with me, considering the collateral damage I’ve caused. But Magma’s grown on me
like a wart and just as close… you’ll understand better later, Reader. 


Magma sulkily contemplates the rolling Atlantic stretching out below
us. The wind would probably be in his hair now if he didn’t have his damn
helmet on. ‘On a clear day you can see New York.’


Like I said, he’s no Stephen Hawking. I take the
silver flagon of Paddy whisky I was given as a gift from an old client and down
it in one fiery gulp. I admit that I’ve developed a fondness for drink but
purely for medicinal purposes: to rid myself of the ghosts that have haunted me
since my childhood. I could do with a hug from Papa, the only true romantic I
ever knew (he married Mama, didn’t he)... No, Reader, do you know what would be
extra special right now: to feel the warm embrace of my guardian angel that
goes by his stage-name, Mr. Brick Shithouse... Where are you now my
shadow-master? Come and save me now…  


I’m scared and desperate and just to prove it, I come
out with, ‘Lose the helmet, Magma, and gimme a big sloppy kiss just to remind
myself why I’m making this, um, leap of faith.’ I reach out and pout my lips.
For a guy who has had several affairs, he sure seems standoffish. I kiss the
sky and loose my footing…


Suddenly, land gives way beneath my feet… 


I hear Magma, who was just next to me half a second ago, shout
something but it’s lost as I plummet downwards… 


Have I slipped or have I been shoved??


I drop, hurtling head over heels down into the void of jagged black
rock and battle-grey water. 


The publishing-house wasn’t sure of my abilities to
pen this autobiography and was more interested in hiring a ghost-writer but I
guess I’ve beaten them to it.


As ocean and rock come up to meet me, my life flashes
before my eyes in the form of this official autobiography: Living Dead
Lovers...

















Part 1


 


Letters from the Womb
















Love is Blind in ‘72


 


‘I’m used to
rejection – I’m an orphan...’


Reader, I could say that about my childhood but I won’t because it’s
not fair to orphans and secondly it’s not true, though on a few occasions I
secretly suspected that Mama and Papa tried to lose me along the way, like that
time I was committed to the mental asylum and the caravan was gone from the
side of the road when I returned ‘home’. The fact of the matter is that I did
have parents and still do. Everybody’s got a nine-month back-story. You,
Reader, may think that this is unnecessary information but one’s gestation
shapes their future. This is mine…


In 1972, nine months and six over-due days before my birth in a
country cabbage patch, a sultry Romani gypsy lady steals an unwitting city
postman’s heart while on one of his Limerick city post-runs. It’s the first
time she has ever stolen a heart and this is cause for celebration in itself.
She’s a professional beggar on Limerick city’s O’Connell Street and makes in a
month what a politician makes in an hour but she’s honest about her income and
takes coins face-to-face and not behind passersby’s backs like politicians.
This beggar woman’s got integrity. She has spotted the postman at the bottom of
the street and is already practicing her wide gold-rush grin. Being at one with
nature and having a life-time of using the wilderness as a toilet behind her,
the gypsy lady relies on instinct by combining a freak series of natural events
to daze and befuddle the postman. She waits for the sun to appear briefly from
beyond a rain cloud and smiles, nothing else, just a harmless smile.      


    The sun
bounces off her gold teeth, temporarily blinding and disabling the postman.
Ceasing the moment, she shoves one of her slippers into the front wheel of the
bicycle causing the postman to sail majestically over the handlebars while
bleating like a lost sheep. He lands and knocks out the same two front teeth
that the gypsy had used to startle him with in the first place. One minute the
postman is whistling a merry jingle and the next he’s falling head over heels
for the gypsy lady, literally and metaphorically. Letters and parcels scatter
all over the footpath, creating a snowball effect and consequentially causing a
major pile-up on O’Connell Street. 


 


Perhaps there
are students among you reading my autobiography on an educational syllabus. If
so, this series of unfortunate events may be seen as a metaphor for the gypsy’s
and postman’s future together and possible allegory for those of you planning
to go into the post trade. If only I could go back now, Reader, and tell Papa
to get back up on his bike and peddle like he never peddled before. But if it
wasn’t for that freak sequence of events, I, Valentina ‘Cabbage’ Moone,
would’ve never been born. 


 


‘Oh, I’m, I’m
really sorry,’ the postman apologises with a newly-found lisp ‘n whistle on
every ‘s’. ‘Have I damaged your ankle?’ Being a romantic at heart, the postman apologises
again. Scarlet blood gushes from his mouth and clashes with the grey day in Limerick city-centre. The postman bends his warped handlebars back into position because
his bicycle isn’t a racing-bike, dusts himself down, and finds his uniform hat
in the gutter. ‘Here, let me have a look at your ankle.’


    Momentarily
thinking that she’s made a mistake and has lured a pervert, the gypsy lady puts
her gold-ringed knuckles into the postman’s battered face. 


‘Eeek!’ He screams like a little girl
seeing a mouse. ‘I can fix it if it’s twisted, honest! I used to work at a
butcher’s shop.’ Serious lisp ‘n whistling action now but he isn’t fibbing; the
postman had previously worked at a butcher’s shop on Henry Street where he had
studied the ball-‘n-socket mechanics of piglet’s hind trotters during the
quieter hours of his working-day. The postman – then apprentice butcher – had
dedicated his life to the knowledge of the domestic animal carcass, both its
food-value and inner-workings. ‘I can apply my knowledge to your ankle.’ He
smiles a bloody smile and already the postal worker is falling under the gypsy
woman’s love curse – her cleavage. 


She playfully rejects his proposal and toys with the frills of her
skirts, intermittently dazzling the postman with her teeth of gold. She
sucker-punches him again for good measure and giggles heartily in Romanian.


Seeing floating dots now, the postman realizes that his words have
fallen on deaf ears because this woman doesn’t speak a word of English. He
recalls how she had been begging in Romanian as he tumbled past her which is a
little ungrateful, he thinks. If you’re going to beg, then at least beg in the
native language. The frustration of being lost in translation becomes too much
and the postman can’t resist another glimpse of the gypsy’s pale grubby ankle.
Giving into his animal urges, he insists on delving further into the gypsy’s
multi skirts in broad daylight. 


She slams him again...


Nicolasia, my darling mamushka, you must be the clever fox, eh, eh, the gypsy lady hears her mother’s mother-tongue in her head. Sneaking
into the chicken coup is all very well but sometimes it’s handier to go to the
frozen food section…


Nicolasia studies the postman’s erratic walking-pattern as he
stumbles around the footpath in dazed circles. She must be The Fox and cease
this moment. She’s thinking long-term now and knows that this poor devil is the
one for her. In time, she will assert herself by beating him into submission. 


As the postman goes to climb back up on his bike, Nicolasia flashes
her pale ankle. He spots her pallid flash, pronounced by the Indian ink tattoo
of a curling black snake that seems to singe, hiss, and smoulder right from her
very ankle. Inside the figure-of-eight serpent sits a spider and a perched
frog. It is mysterious and dangerous and suddenly the postman goes all
Adam-‘n-Eve on O’Connell Street. The gypsy’s bare ankle becomes forbidden fruit
that he wants to twist, dislocate, and locate, over and over again. ‘Uh, I,
uh…duh…’ He finds that he has turned into a bloody imbecile and the gypsy woman
says as much by imitating his grunts and moans, then cackles lovable high-pitched
laughter. The postman offers apologies again but feels and looks pathetic. She
has really rattled him. Without words to work with, he frantically digs deep
into his pocket for spare change, presuming that money talks when it comes to
this fiery serpent. Into her ringed fingers, he hands her a ball of fluff which
she spits on. 


‘And why wouldn’t you? Sorry.’ The postman smiles and apologises again
like the romantic idiot that he is and offers her a fifty pence as the blood
continues to drip from his wounds. 


She accepts the coin like a wary stray hound and chomps on it to
test its validity. Satisfied, she slips it into her grimy cleavage and the
postman desperately aches to be with those fifty dirty pennies so much so that
he loses consciousness. But the man has paid, and the gypsy, having some
morals, insists on performing a traditional hip-jivin’, teeth-flashin’ Romani
dance for the postman as he lay unconscious on the oblivious concrete of O’Connell Street. In years to come the sight would remind the few lucky passersby of the
band that went down playing with the Titanic.


 


Reader, in many
ways, Mama’s and Papa’s relationship was the Titanic and I guessed they passed
that onto me. I mean, who else would get involved with a ghost and expect
things to be ‘normal’. BTW, in case you haven’t cottoned on: this gypsy and
postman are my future Mama and Papa.
















Bringin’ it
all back Home


 


‘Huh?’


 Before the postman knows what is happening, he wakes to realize
that he is giving the Romanian gypsy woman a care-free lift in the post-basket
of his bicycle. Not only that, but he is whistling. He has never whistled in
his life, never managed to pout his lips correctly, but here he is, by God, whistling
a devil-may-care rendition of the Blue Danube waltz with the wind in his
blood-clotted hair. The injury he had incurred from his fall back on O’Connell Street had given him the gift of whistle. He has a good feeling about this gypsy.
Her scruffy skirts buffet and billow in the wind, swallowing the blood-caked
postman but he is content to be blinded by true love. They are on their way,
following the route left by the ancient Romantics.


A little further along the motorway, the postman makes an idle comment.
‘Using the post-bike seems like privileges abuse.’ The postman is too honest
for his own good. Of course, he is speaking to himself and in a way, always
would be. Whatever he says, the gypsy responds by running her
jewellery-bedazzled fingers through his hair and gurgles in his ear with all
the prowess of a spitting mollusc. The postman is dying to know more about this
mysterious gypsy lady sitting in his post-basket wearing his postman’s hat – a
little disrespectful, but the postman doesn’t have the heart to tell her. He
longs to make contact with her so tries sign language, placing his hands on his
chest and repeats as if the woman is hard of hearing, ‘Willy. My name is Willy.’
But they swerve and end up in a ditch. 


The postman relishes in the knowledge that the wild gypsy doesn’t
speak English, ‘You are a helpless damsel in distress and I am your knight!’
The postman uses the corniest lines that he has always craved to use on real
people. ‘You may ride my stealthy steed,’ eyeing his buckled wheel, ‘and I will
fight for your honour and protect your teeth of gold, my gypsy lady.’


He soon realizes that he isn’t on the route of the Romantics but
pedalling to his home-town of Old Castle twenty-six miles west of the city,
nothing guiding him but his erotically-charged gut. His instinct is taking him
all the way back to his roots to present his future gypsy wife to Mother and
Father. The sweat on his brow and the oncoming wind is nothing compared to the
ecstatic prospect of seeing his very settled uptight civilian family’s
reaction.


Behind them lays a trail of undelivered letters and parcels. 


An omen, Reader?


*  
*   *


A little after
three in the morning, Willy the postman pulls up outside his parents’
substantial three-storey red-brick country house that overlooks a small bridge
with a babbling brook running below. It’s a comfort to hear that idle babbling
and would, in just a few years from now, remind him of his gypsy lady. A cold
has set into his left shoulder – a clear metaphor for things to come – but the
gypsy has clouded Willy the postman’s senses. A foaming lather of sweat has
gathered at his crotch and steam rises from the fork of his legs like a
race-horse after winning a group 1 race and just as proud. His face aches after
so much gesturing and frowning to be understood but they have finally made it.


‘Wake up, my love.’ 


The gypsy woman is asleep and smitten Willy can stand here all
night, looking at her fierce moon-lit face and that dinky nose of hers but love
makes the world go ‘round and Willy’s starting to feel like a pervert staring
down her skirts where the moon don’t shine. Willy reckons that he has all his
eggs right here in this basket. She sits up in her basket and yawns like a
little animal, revealing a glint of gold on a night with nothing but the sound
of the wind siphoning through the four conifer trees that represent Willy,
Mother, Father, and a fourth unknown element that we don’t talk about. Willy
had often asked about that fourth conifer but Father always responded by saying
that it was an illegitimate tree that had come from wild seed that should never
have taken purchase. The dopey gypsy giggles like a child and sits up in her
basket and looks curiously around her but cannot see much on the dark country
road. She wonders momentarily if she has made the right decision but when she
sees the regal country-house she knows that she has struck gold and
briefly wonders where the postman had gone wrong. Who would’ve thought that an
imbecile like this could come from such a good home?


Hunch-backed, Willy the postman fights the urge to kiss his new lady
by chucking the post-bike to the side and stealthily leads her inside his
childhood home by the hand. As they cross the threshold, he’s seized by a fit
of romance (being a romantic) and swipes her up into his arms and carries her
across the rest of the threshold despite the threshold in question being
nothing but a lat of three-inch timber…


Her skirts get caught up on the handle of the door and Willy is
suddenly jolted backwards like he’s on the end of an unfolding parachute. Both
postman and gypsy fall to the hallway floor and bring down the corner-unit with
them. In the melee, Willy just manages to catch his Granny Annie’s urn. He
grabs it mid-air but nerves have gotten the best of him now and he’s a right
mess. 


All the while, the gypsy cackles with laughter like a loon.


Somehow, nerves cause Willy to catapult the urn back into the air
and crash to the floor, spreading Granny across the hardwood oak and covering
both the gypsy and Willy in what appears to be coal-dust. They become even
darker in the shadows of the spacious hallway; the whites of their eyes stark
in the darkness of Granny Annie’s remains.      


An omen?


Willy’s petrified expression is just too much for the gypsy lady.
She tries to keep it in but she bursts out in big-time laughter. She openly
guffaws in his mashed face and laughs as if her life depends on it, rolling
around the floor roly-poly all over Granny Annie with a complete lack of
respect.


‘Jesus! Sshh!’ Willy’s trying to keep
his temper down now. ‘Please don’t wake Mother!’ But the angrier he gets the
more hilarious he looks with his gormless minor-explosion impression. He can
see all the gypsy’s gold teeth in 3-D surround-sound as her mouth and entire
head open up Muppet-style while Granny Annie’s ashes continue to fall like
volcanic ash, covering my future Mama and Papa in a binding curse of hellish
snow ... or so they say...


Reader, some
still maintain that this was a curse sent from the gypsy girl’s (my future
Mama’s) ancient nomadic past for wrongly getting involved with a male outside
the way of the gypsy. Others maintain that my Romanian grandmother’s white
witch powers had bypassed Mama and fused in me, but the connection between the
white witch powers and Granny Annie’s ashes is open to debate.


 


The sultry gypsy
is helpless now and rolls across the hardwood oak of Willy’s childhood home
like a playful Labrador that has been in the local pond, and honestly
laughs for the first time since she can remember. And for the very first time
in her 23 years, she wonders if this is actual love and not the love curse that
she thought she had cast on O’Connell Street. She will have to refer to her
mother later on faulty curses. She is sure that she had used the combination of
nature, alchemy, and jewellery correctly and just as her mother had taught her,
but now, thinking back, maybe she had been presumptuous and made the
sequential  mistake of using the jewellery … alchemy … nature formula.


Love-sick, Willy the postman wonders if it would be a good idea to
wake Father and Mother to present his new love but decides against it
considering his temporary paralysis and the soaked gypsy. They might think it a
nightmare and try go back to sleep. Instead, the postman switches on the immersion
and runs a deep bath.


Holding his finger to his pouted lips, he indicates to be quiet as
they stealthily climb the stairs and enter the bathroom opposite the
master-bedroom. Here, the gypsy stops and goes to knock on the door, sending
Willy’s heart sideways. She giggles at his petrified reaction and goes to
mock-knock again for a similar reaction. Desperate to soak his aching shoulder,
Willy insists that the gypsy bathe first (an offer he will later regret). He
tells her through steam, Morse code, fingers, and eyebrows, not to let the
water out because he will have to switch the immersion on again. This
explanation takes longer than anticipated. 


The gypsy woman peels off her damp skirts over her head in one
Chiquita banana-peel. As a direct response, Willy sprinkles Radox bubble-bath
halfway across the bathroom floor and up the shower-curtain. He drops the box
into the bath resulting in a dangerous bubbles tsunami. A deadly combination of
heady bath salts ... steam ... low blood pressure ... naked gypsy tattooed
flesh ... gold ... and bubbles, send Willy the postman into a dizzying flurry.
‘Ugh…’ he moans like a zombie and struggles to find the door handle through the
fog. 


The naked gypsy in Willy’s parent’s bathroom grabs him by the back
of his postman’s uniform and drags him towards the bath which now is just a
suds machine. She begins to undo buttons everywhere, her smile never leaving
his crushed, black-ashen face while muttering soft reassuring words of
Romanian. 


Willy just stands there and feels a little awkward and embarrassed
so pretends to be a shop-window mannequin with a dislocated shoulder being
stripped for summer’s new collection. Indeed, Willy’s complexion takes on a
glassy look but feels the gypsy’s hesitation as she is confronted by the specific
bodily organ that proves, beyond doubt, that Willy is indeed a man
though it can be deceiving – she had seen some real oddities on the underground
film circuit in Bucharest where she did some ‘extra’ work. She sets Willy’s
manhood free to roam at will. The only other woman who had unleashed Willy’s
penis was his nanny when she would change his nappy – as a child. Due to work
commitments, Mother and Father rarely saw Willy’s undercarriage as a baby and
less as an adult.


‘Jesus, Mary, ‘n Joseph…’ The sweat is really rolling off Willy now
and he’s thankful for the blanket of steam that dulls his frigidness. Nerves
and embarrassment start him blabbering. ‘Ah, John Thomas, um, this is, um, say
hi to John Thomas.’ Willy is wondering why he is calling his penis John Thomas
when he never gave it a pet-name and what would John Thomas think of it. Just
go with it, Willy... Go with it he says to himself over and over at the
mercy of the gypsy’s sexy teeth. But he just can’t bring himself to say penis.
It seems more perverse than a common street-name.


The gypsy looks up at him with basset-hound eyes, literally, and
repeats, ‘John Thomas?’ in her best accent. She doesn’t touch it, yet marvels
at its tenacity and downright rambunctious behaviour. The gypsy has seen a
dozen others like it when she had bathed in fresh or polluted-water with her
brothers and the time she had worked that stint as an ‘extra’ in Bucharest. She emits a cry of pleasure. 


Willy cringes. ‘Shush, mother might hear. Hopefully she’ll think
it’s the tomcats outside.’ This whole getting-naked business is starting to feel
like a business, as if his new woman is a bored nurse on the colonoscopy floor.
But the wild gypsy’s marvellous motherly breasts and bowling-pin curves quench
any unpleasantness for the love hi-jacked jack-knifed postman. He briefly
ponders the fact that she could sell her exquisite body for a lot more money
than she’s probably making on O’Connell Street. It’s a tragic and probably
impure thought but it’s a genuine curiosity and he can’t deny that, if pushed,
he would pay to be with this gypsy if she were to refuse his advances. This
gypsy has integrity coming out her ears.


Willy lights a candle and switches on the little FM radio sitting on
the cistern and plays late-hour love music. They lower themselves into the warm
water and disappear in the bubbles. During their bath, the postman and the
gypsy exchange names for the first time. The postman puts his hand on his chest
and pronounces, ‘Willy.’


‘Wi-lly,’ the gypsy repeats, grabbing her breasts and showing her
appreciation by grimacing her gold teeth. But she seems confused and grabs hold
of Willy’s male organ beneath the shroud of suds and tugs at it as if shaking a
bottle of champagne on the podium. 


Willy stuffs his fist into his mouth to stifle his scream which the
gypsy finds especially enlightening. ‘Wi-lly, no?’ She’s showing marvellous
enthusiasm for her linguistic lesson.


Willy is chuffed, but taken aback by the gypsy’s forward tactics.
But the hilarity of the situation gets the better of him and his broken face
blooms into something worthy of a plastic surgery procedure gone wrong. Willy
slaps the bubbles with excitement and hollers, ‘My God, woman! You speak
English!’ He rejoices when all she has really done is repeat his name.
Willy is astounded though a little disturbed. Where had she learned dirty
vocabulary? ‘Yes! You’re absolutely correct! I was named after my penis in the
delivery room.’ He pauses and takes a deep satisfied sigh. He had uttered the
word penis without second-thoughts because he feels at one in his childhood
bath and the gypsy in it. ‘It was the most distracting thing,’ he continues
excitedly, ‘because my parents were hoping for a girl. It was hilarious at the
time. What’s your name?’


The gypsy puts her hands where the postman would like to put his
hands and says, ‘Tits!’ 


Willy openly cries with laughter at this witticism but is bemused by
her uncanny explicit knowledge. ‘Yes, I s’pose you’re right. What a clever
little bird you are!’ But Willy sobers up and decides to stop the tomfoolery
and explain to his exotic bird that, ‘the joke doesn’t work quite as well. It
would work well if your name was Tits, for example.’ He realizes that he’s got
his voice raised to be understood so tones it down a notch. ‘Not that I’ve got
anything against them – tits, your tits, I mean. That’s not saying that I
wouldn’t like to put anything against them, um…’ 


The gypsy goes on to illustrate various parts of her body with a
barrage of vulgar synonyms which both delight and horrify the postman. For a
brief hallucinatory moment Willy thinks that he’s climbed naked into a bath
with a minor; not only the filth but the innocent expression with which she
uses the filth. Then, without warning, she comes out with it in one foul swoop:
‘Nicolasia.’


The sudden outpouring of her name is too much for Willy. His butt
loses traction and he momentarily disappears from sight beneath the bubbles.


Nicolasia squirms in ecstasy.


The postman resurfaces and marvels at this. He nods to himself and
repeats his future wife’s name to himself. ‘My little Nicky…’ 


He runs his fingers through her wet manky hair as they listen to Cat
Stevens’ ‘Trouble’. 


Omen, Reader? 


Willy repeats, ‘My little Nicky...’


‘Nicolasia!’ the gypsy cries, the love gone
from her eyes now. ‘Nicky, no!’ She locks onto Willy’s fingers and twists until
they crack and pop, driving Willy under the water. She headlocks him and keeps
him under the suds until Co2 bubbles blend with the soap bubbles. She hears his
muffled cries until he grows limp and the bubbles become less.


She releases him.


Willy snaps his hand back and floats to the surface. ‘Wha...? Huh? I
…?’ spluttering, ‘What’s wrong?!’ Completely dazed and pathetic like a drowning
rat, he struggles to find his breath, swallowing and blowing bubbles. The gypsy
has turned sour; a side that the postman would grow to love. 


‘Nicolasia! No Nicky!’


Willy fights to find his voice. ‘Okay, okay, sorry. I was just
trying to –’  


Nicolasia grabs hold of Willy’s arm (the postman flinches here again,
thinking another battering is coming) and slides him into her awaiting open
hug, his face smacking into her breasts and his words of explanation getting
blocked up in her cleavage. Willy wants to make love to the gypsy but is too
intrigued for now. His mind is flying with endless bohemian possibilities of
life on the road with his young gypsy bride. 


Before long, the postman and the gypsy woman are swopping
information through a complex series of sign-language, hand-jobs, and facial
gestures. Willy, meanwhile, endures the pain because Nicolasia is like a little
child in a sandbox and he’s afraid to say that she’s going to send him back to Limerick city without his appendage. 


All is going well until the bubbles fizzle out, revealing a thick
dirty soup beneath them, filthier than anything that had come from the
gypsy’s mouth. Willy feels like a crusty crouton and gags. He tries to
camouflage it by gagging again. Judging by the streaky sludge beneath his
crotch, the last time Nicolasia had washed was probably during the summer
months when the river wasn’t so cold. 


A knock comes on the door...


Now Willy is a startled crouton in a thick broth. ‘Shit ... Shit
... Shit...’ He struggles to keep his profanities to a respectable level
but he’s too nervous, lips-synching: ‘Mother!’


‘Willy, is that you? What are you doing in there? I thought you
handed the front-door key back to me? Did you make another copy? Willy?’


Willy’s jaw drops and his testicles shrink to a walnut in
Nicolasia’s lock-tight fist.


‘Are you ill? Willy? I hear you gagging in there. Junior?’


‘Yes,’ the postman manages to respond, indicating to his gypsy lover
to keep her mouth shut by incorporating the universal index finger to the
pouted lips sign. ‘I felt ill so I came home...’


A silence looms in the bathroom before Mother speaks up again.
‘Uh-huh. I’ll use the en-suite then. Good night.’


At this point, any other postman would casually climb out and shower
off but not this postman. This postman decides to wallow in the mire and
embrace his new dame’s essence. Being a romantic, Willy sees this as the
shedding of a previous life and the beginning of a new one.


After the bath, they both retire to Willy’s bedroom in his and hers
dressing-gowns belonging to Mother and Father. Out of parental reverence, Willy
decides to take the top bunk, as he did when he was a child, while Nicolasia
takes the lower. There will be no hanky-panky under his parents’ roof. After
switching out the light, Willy gets a wild urge to ski back down the ladder
like a fireman but the thirty-mile bicycle journey has left him completely
shattered in every sense. Despite the chance of cuddling up next to the woman
below him, he sinks into a dreamless sleep. 


Nicolasia sneaks out of the bottom bunk and rifles through his
pockets, finding only balls of fluff. She checks his wallet and finds more
fluff there. ‘Nicolasia,’ she quietly scolds herself in the darkness, ‘You
don’t have to dance to survive now. You’ve found a fluffy man,’ she whispers in
perfect English, ‘but fluff isn’t a valid currency – not yet. We must wait.’ 


Her Romani family had resorted to dancing in the streets of
Bucharest to make ends meet. Men always gave her more than the other girls
because of her curves. How many men had offered to adopt her? Take her away
from her life of poverty and forced dancing. God only knows where she would’ve
ended up. 


Nicolasia steals up on Willy and gazes at his peaceful bashed face.
‘My fluffy man...’ She whispers in perfect English and kisses his grazed cheek
then slips into his one-man sleeping bag. Her instinct tells her to keep up the
façade of being monolingual a little while longer; it’s always fun pretending.
















Cold Shoulder


 


Father and
Mother are sitting at the breakfast table the following morning when Willy
floats into the dining room, love-sick and bent at a 45º angle with his cold
shoulder and a face that resembles a Red Indian cauliflower. 


‘Junior, what on Earth happened to you?’ asks Mother in shock at her
son’s appearance. Quietly, she’s wondering how he had come back after spending
all that money changing the locks. Bill is probably the answer; Bill probably
felt sorry for their ‘only’ son and had slipped him a key to copy. The boy
needs to stand up on his two feet and take responsibility. Willy’s folks – my
future grandparents – had secretly begun to regret buying him that studio
apartment in Limerick city. It was the only way of getting him out of the
house. 


‘I told you, I felt ill yesterday...’


Mother makes an observation. ‘You’re bent over like an old man.
You’re twenty-seven for Christ sake! And your face is a bloody disgrace.’


Willy clears his throat. ‘Mother, Father, I’d like to introduce my
new girlfriend, Nicolasia Pampa, um, Mampa...’


Unseen, Nicolasia prompts Willy from the hallway by pronouncing her
surname.


Willy’s parents exchange approving though curious glances. 


Father comments with a knowing smirk, ‘I thought I heard giggling in
the hallway.’


‘Thank Christ for that,’ Mother exasperates, ‘it’s about time you
stood up on your own two feet. A nice girl will set you straight.’ 


Something like a bad smell rises on Mother’s face. ‘Wait, is that a
foreign accent?’ scowling across at Father, ‘Sounds foreign... Oh, Jesus,
what’s coming?’


‘Please, don’t belittle her by abbreviating her first-name as I did
last night.’ Willy chuckles to himself. ‘She almost killed me when I called her
Nicky.’


Nicolasia screams, ‘No! Nicky!’ from the hallway, right
on-cue.


Father nods and smiles approvingly. ‘She sounds like a woman who
knows what she wants.’ He slices his fried egg and butters a toast soldier.
‘Well bring her in then. Let the hare see the hound, so to speak.’ 


Mother orders with a prim chipmunk smile, ‘She’ll join us for
breakfast.’ 


Willy beckons Nicolasia into the dining room. ‘Nicolasia, you can
stop hiding now.’


The Romani gypsy enters the room and saunters up to the dining table
in her finest gypsy regalia which has almost dried from the night before. 


Mother loses her spoon in her Rice Krispies and Father over-chews
some egg. They briefly glimpse Willy, hoping that it’s one of his famously
elaborate jokes that tend to fall flat. Nicolasia removes her yellow and
red-starred head-scarf with all the finesse of a circus-performer unwinding a
boa constrictor. She curtsies while Willy smiles a foolish semi-toothless grin.
‘I think I’m in love...’ 


Mother sprays soggy Rice Krispies across the mahogany table while
Father gazes into his fried egg and turns a deep shade of puce as if the egg on
the plate has just insulted him.


Following a heavily pregnant pause (hint hint), Father lays his
cutlery meticulously onto his plate. ‘Will, may we have a word with you in
private.’ He turns to Mother and mumbles in a resigned way, ‘there goes my
sunny side-up.’


Mother responds by breaking out in a heinous fit of raucous laughter
while surveying the cereal damage. ‘We must nip this in the bud as of now,
Bill, the bud must be nipped.’ Mother mimes a snipping scissors while
looking on the verge of a nervous breakfast-breakdown while it’s still just too
early in the morning. ‘Jesus, I need a holiday. Christ but I need
a holiday. A life-time of looking after other people’s health but what about my
health? Hmm?’


Father suddenly comes over all funny. ‘Holiday? You mean…?’


‘Yes, and not the fucking Giant’s Causeway! I’ve had it up to
here with vulcanic rock. Same place every goddamn year and it’ll be the same
for a million more!!’


‘It’s volcanic, dear… Vulcan is a language spoken by – ’


‘You can dress it up all you want, Bill, but I need a holiday with
blue skies, white sand, and hefty waiters mixing all-merciful sex-bombs all day
long till they come out my blasted ears…!’


Father visibly tries to calm the situation by speaking low and to
his plate. ‘Ballybunion Beach, Celia.’


‘Ballybunion? Don’t Ballybunion me, Bill!! All you get down
there are clouds, wet sand in yer cracks, and a half-dead donkey ride. We’re
land-locked! Can’t you see that?!’ Mother clears her throat and braces herself.
‘I think it’s time we put your fears to bed, dear.’


Father looks about as if wondering how the hell all this has just happened?
One minute he’s spreading butter on his toast, next an explosion of home-truths
at the breakfast table.


The sultry gypsy, Nicolasia, nothing going on between the sheets is
finding this one-way conversation most interesting while Willy’s beginning to
think that this argument started a long time before he introduced his new
foreign girlfriend. 


Meanwhile, Mother looks worriedly at Father. She takes his hand
amongst the debris. ‘What are you afraid of, hmm? Speak to me, Billy.’


Father defiantly picks egg from his teeth with a tooth-pick. ‘You
know...’ He glances up at his son and beautiful stranger following a hesitation
of embarrassment.


Mother sighs and pouts her lips. ‘He’s been afraid of flying all his
god-forsaken life,’ she proclaims to nobody in particular, ‘ever since that
Cessna crash-landed into his childhood home in the hills of West Limerick;
killed the pilot: the poor devil ended up inside the chimney – roast pilot. The
body was never found. The crash didn’t kill him, but Bill’s mother lit a
chimney-fire that night after the accident, just to try and get back to 
normality and the poor bastard, God forgive me, must’ve been smoked salmon.’
Mother repeats cold and mechanically, ‘Never found the body,’ as if that put a
neat clean finish on the whole sizzling episode. ‘That ghost in the chimney has
dictated our bloody lives, and I tell you something else: our marriage has
suffered because of it. There’s nothing going on between the sheets, only gas.’
Celia has lost all reason.


‘Now, come on!’ Father looks at Mother as if he doesn’t know who the
woman is sitting at the breakfast table. ‘I still have nightmares, but that’s
about it.’


‘That’s nothing to do with a Cessna crash-landing in your
living-room, Bill. It’s all the cheese you eat before you go to bed at night.
Cheese at night is for mice, nobody else. How many times have I told you that?
Look, we’ll talk about this later.’ She cocks her nose at Nicolasia then turns
on Willy with a demented stare. ‘Who is this, um, person anyway?’ 


Willy doesn’t like the way Mother is staring at Nicolasia but
decides to hold his tongue for now. Father is also ogling Nicolasia but not in
the same way exactly; like I said, ogling. 


‘Why do you turn everything into a conspiracy?’ asks Willy, turning
his question into a conspiracy.


‘Oh that’s a big word for us dummies,’ quips Mother, ‘which is what
you’re treating us like, Junior.’


‘Shush, be patient, Celia.’ 


‘Let’s cut to the chase, Bill,’ Mother interrupts, ‘we don’t want to
know who she is –’


Father shows Mother his palm. ‘Stop now before you say something
you’ll regret…’


Willy announces, ‘She’s my girlfriend. We cycled home to Old
 Castle from the city to introduce Nicolasia to you. She sat in the basket
while I cycled and before you start on about reckless use of company property –
’     


‘Good lord,’ exclaims Father, ‘you mean you actually cycled thirty
miles in this weather?!’


Astounded, Father and Mother search for answers in the air. Willy
can see their eyes flitting back and forth, mentally recording who he might’ve
met on the A5 yesterday evening with a gypsy in his post-bicycle-basket. The
embarrassment in the room is palpable. 


‘With a face like that? You call that love?’ quips
Mother for Father’s benefit, letting off another round of hysterical high-pitched
laughter. ‘Can you imagine what she would do to him in a lifetime commitment?’
Mother’s raging now, so much so that she cannot see the parallels with her own
marriage and paying no attention whatsoever to Nicolasia who is smiling
longingly with her gold teeth – at Father of all people. She has seen that look
in men’s faces before – that raw bestial reaction. She doesn’t blink and gives
the sincere impression that she doesn’t understand. There’s no doubt that that
brief stint as an ‘extra’ on the underground film circuit in Bucharest seems to
be standing her in good stead. 


‘Any marriage is a game of give and take, just ask Bill…’ Mother
says to her son.


Father nods reluctantly. ‘Uh-huh,’ as if to say more take than
give...


‘…but you’ll be giving all your sorry life, William. She’ll
be taking because she’s a,’ lip-synching now, ‘g-y-p-s-y.’


‘She can spell, y’know, and she’s not deaf! And even if she was she
could lip-read.’ Willy clocks Father being temporarily induced into his new
girlfriend’s gold-rush: a lethal cocktail of magic gypsy wildness and the
base-instinct promise of carnal pleasure in the back of a van somewhere.  Willy
clicks his fingers in Father’s face. ‘Now do you understand?’ Of course, Father
understands; any man worth his salt can see beyond the gypsy’s frills.


Father blinks, comes back to himself, and clears his throat. ‘Now,
now, Celia, let’s not be harsh.’


‘Don’t now now me, Bill.’ Mother addresses Willy. ‘Does she
speak English?’


The litany of derogatory vocabulary Nicolasia had spewed during
their bath together comes back to Willy. ‘Not a word.’


‘Good, then she won’t mind if I speak my mind. I can confirm that
this woman has weaved a web of deceitful womanhood around you, Junior, and has
left you partially blinded. And you,’ to Father, ‘you’ll get tangled up if
you’re not careful – mind your step. Keep your eyes where I can see them.’ Back
to Willy. ‘She’s a gypsy, William. Can’t you see that? Hmm? She’d rob the eye
out of your head if she got a chance, so sleep with one eye open even though
you already have partial eyesight. Oh, and make sure you wake up with two
livers; I won’t tell you some of the horror stories I’ve heard at the
hospital.’ 


Father and Mother work as orthopaedic surgeons at the Limerick
Regional hospital; matters of the heart is not their speciality.


Mother eyes the gypsy woman up and down and secretly marvels at how
poverty and a life of using the roadside as a public toilet has given this
woman such a goddess figure that she could never attain with all the plastic surgery
in the world. She decides there and then to dump her cross-trainer. ‘God only
knows what she’s already shown him,’ she says ominously in Father’s direction,
shaking her head gravely.


‘Hmm,’ responds Father. ‘I wish I knew...’   


Mother stares down both barrels of her nostrils at Father. ‘Bill, do
you have anything constructive to say to the poor devil?’


‘Huh? Um, yeah...’ Father sighs and gets up from the table and leads
Willy outside to the hallway while Nicolasia hungrily eyes his cooling fried
egg. 


In the hallway, Father speaks from the side of his mouth beneath his
breakfast napkin. At first, Willy just hears mumbling so asks Father to lower
the napkin. 


‘How can I put this?’ whispers Father, glancing over his shoulder
towards the dining-room. ‘I was impressed by the sudden aesthetic improvement
of the dining-room during breakfast, Will, if you follow me, but it’s what it
represents is the problem for your mother. It’s like having a pair of
high-quality luxurious curtains of the finest silk with an intrinsic swastika
weaved into them. See what I’m saying?’


‘You just don’t want me to be with her because she’s a gypsy.’


‘Um, yes, Junior,’ Father’s sarcasm doesn’t go a-miss on Willy,
‘that’s probably the reason.’


‘I expected more from you – as a man, I mean.’


‘As I’ve already told you, Will; aesthetics. A wonderful pair of
curtains needs to be pulled every now and again, but it’s the horrible day that
they possibly reveal is the problem.’ 


‘I don’t follow.’ Willy’s genuinely perplexed.


How can he not understand my analogies? ‘Jesus,
look, she’s an explosive: approach with caution, son.’ Father can see that his
son isn’t any further enlightened. ‘How can I put this without sounding
boorish: that woman out there is raw sex, Junior. She’s the kind of woman that’d
give Tutankhamun a hard-on.’ Father had thought about using “corpse” but it
isn’t enough to describe the powers this succulent gypsy possesses.


Willy has never seen or heard Father so animated on any subject
except volcanic rock. This must be their first father-son bonding. He
blushes, ‘That can’t be easy, wrapped up in all those bandages.’ 


Father’s reaction says that his thought-process hadn’t gotten that
far. ‘But she has travelling in her blood.’


‘I’ve been a postman for five years,’ Willy protests.
‘There’s not an alleyway or dead-end in Limerick city that I don’t know.’    


‘Listen, her gypsy blood is too much to overcome for your mother and
for me too, if I’m being honest. Don’t get me wrong, she’s a real beauty – exotic
– but I think it’s just too much for us to take on, Will. I’m sorry.’ Father
pauses. ‘What about that girl at Bunratty? She might be interested if she’s
around this summer.’ Father is referring to the hefty woman who does seasonal
work at Bunratty Castle and Folk Park. She dresses up in period costume and
re-enacts medieval times by rolling some dough all day in a smoky reconstructed
thatch cottage for the American tourists who are tracing their roots in an
artificial world gone-to-seed. Father resorts to sexually-orientated metaphors.
‘She can really knead that dough, huh!’    


Willy isn’t amused. If Father had maybe said “roll” instead of
“knead” then he might’ve just listened, but Father and Mother are so far up
their own asses that they’ve lost touch with the 21st century. ‘I should’ve
expected this cold shoulder.’ A disgusting taste of bile comes up Willy’s
gullet. ‘There’s nothing left to be said then.’ He turns in disgust and storms
back into the dining room and takes Nicolasia by the hand. ‘We don’t want to be
part of this narrow-minded community. This is the last you’ll see of us.’ And
they leave the room. ‘We might drop by to show you your half-gypsy grandchild
in the near future,’ Willy hollers back, noticing how Nicolasia squeezes his
hand tighter as if she has understood what he has just said.     


At this point, Father throws his cup of cold tea in Mother’s face to
revive her. 


Before Mother and Father have time to gather their wits and realize
what has just happened, Nicolasia dips back into the dining-room and swipes Father’s
fried egg from his plate and guzzles it down in front of them, lip-synching g-y-p-s-y
for Mother’s benefit with yolk dripping from her luscious lips and into her
cleavage. She pouts and blows a messy kiss to Bill who grins back like a
helpless idiot.
















Laugh in the face of
Adversity


 


That day, Willy
(parentless and without direction) gives Nicolasia a tour of his hometown of
Old Castle. He shows her the templar castle and the copper statue in the town
square of the Templar knight riding a steed bareback. Nicolasia mimes melting
down the copper and selling the precious metal on the black market which gives
Willy a real kick, especially how she mimes the melting down process by
comparing it to what he has done to her heart. Letting on that she doesn’t speak
English (mute to the locals) will also help her decide if Willy really is her
man. She will listen in on every conversation and wait for him to slip up.


Towards evening, they retire to the Shamrock Bar for a refresher
while considering their next move. The bar is empty save for a couple of
bleary-eyed old farmers who break into intermittent conversations with
themselves and smoke roll-ups. 


‘Tommy,’ calls Willy, recognizing the barman as an old school
colleague, ‘we’re thirsty down here.’


The barman is doing his best to ignore Willy. Willy taps a 10 pence
on the counter but to no avail. He swops it for a fifty pence and repeats a
similar action as previous. 


This time the landlord ducks into the cellar for half an hour. 


When he comes back, Willy’s still standing at the counter, so the
barman tries starting up a conversation with the inebriated farmers who are
already making idle ramblings about a kettle with a faulty filament and the Man
United-Arsenal game respectively. 


Willy throws himself into the barman’s line of vision. ‘Tommy, you
don’t remember me or what? I’m Willy! We went to school together. It’s been
over ten years but you surely remember my Giggles impression? Remember that fat
terrorist with his fishnet vests?’ Willy’s referring to one of their old
teachers. He tries to jog the seemingly redundant barman’s memory by executing
the same impression of Giggles he used to do ten years ago. He even leaves the
Shamrock and storms back in character, but Tommy’s face is lifeless.


Willy sighs and turns to Nicolasia sitting in a quiet corner. He
momentarily luxuriates in the fact that this girl is with him. He asks
her if she would like a drink by holding an imaginary glass to his open mouth.


Nicolasia giggles and jerks something else imaginary in her mouth
while rolling her tongue inside her cheek for effect. 


‘No,’ God, she’s so refreshing, ‘what would you like to drink? Drink?’



Nicolasia strings Willy along for a few more minutes before miming
cutting her wrists and allowing her fictitious blood to gush onto the carpet
with a horrified expression. Then points to a little statue of the Virgin Mary
on a collection-box behind the counter.


Willy doesn’t need to read the signs twice. ‘Gin and tonic and a
Guinness for myself.’


‘No gin,’ the landlord replies, wiping down the counter and using
the wax-on wax-off move to flex his expansive forearms in Willy’s face.


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means no gin.’ 


‘Uh-huh.’ Willy knows now. ‘How ‘bout tonic?’


The barman shakes his head. ‘That’s a negative, Willy.’


Across the way, a drinker has just won money on a fruit machine. The
coins make a racket as the machine spits them out and Willy can’t help but
notice the sour face of the barman, as if he’s forking out his own money.
Nicolasia makes a mad dash for the glistening coins but Willy quietens her and
settles her back down, explaining the law concerning winning money and one-arm
bandits. Through sign language, the gypsy expresses her opinion that if it’s
free then... But Willy holds his finger-tips to her lips and fingers and then
face.


‘Oh, so you do remember me. No gypsies either, right?’ 


‘Right.’


Not tolerating any more racism or mindless hatred towards his exotic
girlfriend, Willy throws the first punch at the barman. ‘To the death of
romance!’ he cries as his fist lands squarely in a bottle of Jameson’s
whisky.  


Within seconds, a scuffle breaks out. Tables and chairs go flying
and it still isn’t 6pm. During the melee, Willy wonders where all the people
have suddenly come from because there was nobody in here a few moments ago.
Being a romantic, Willy ducks into the Gents for solace with Nicolasia and
locks the cubicle door behind them. He wants to make love to Nicolasia right
there, but grows nervous and starts writing their names on the tiles with the
blood oozing from his knuckles. ‘This is a testament of my love for you,
Nicolasia.’ He goes about smearing their names on the wall... 


Nicolasia is quick to point out, through mime, that self-inflicted
wounds are more impressive when it comes to love testimonies. She further
points out that the cleaner would only wash off Willy’s blood in the morning so
Willy takes his Swiss army knife to the tiles instead, scrawling as much
punctuation as possible because he is still shy and nervous and needs to kill
time. Nicolasia begins to mime that they should take advantage of the desperate
situation by making reckless quick-fire love over a cracked cistern and without
protection. In the end she gives up trying to mime loading a rifle and pulls
him into her and the Swiss army knife almost causes irreparable damage. It is
raw animal lust and somebody is going to get hurt… 


*   *   *


Thus I,
Valentina ‘Cabbage’ Moone, am conceived during a bar-brawl in the public
toilets of The Shamrock Bar in Old Castle which goes some way in explaining my
fiery temperament, Reader. The Gents can still be visited today where Mama’s
and Papa’s initials can be seen carved into the wall tiles and where Papa
insisted on dotting his I’s and crossing his T’s. Papa’s Swiss army knife was
doing the scrawling because Mama said that she couldn’t read or write which
Papa found cute and endearing. But of course we now know that Mama is a dark
horse and not your run-of-the-mill gypsy piebald we thought her to be. 


So, Reader, you can already see that unconventional love is already
in my blood and is it no wonder then that I end up falling for a ghost?
















Love on the Pyre


 


Winter turns
into Spring while Mama stows away in Papa’s paid-for studio apartment on Henry
Street in Limerick city, bloating with my gestation. She must contact her
mother, a famous white witch in Romania, and let her know what has happened
(rather than giving the good news) so she uses the newsagent’s telephone
downstairs. Having no coins on her, Nicolasia simply rouges up her cheeks, pats
water on her forehead, pants and holds her belly while pointing to the
telephone. The kid behind the counter shits himself and throws the phone at
her. The following conversation has been translated for your convenience:


‘Mama…’


‘Sorry, you must have the wrong number. There’s no Mama ‘round
here.’


‘Mama, this is your baby Nicolasia.’


Pause. ‘Little Nicky! My darling, where have you been, eh? Are you
coming back to Romania? We’re sad without your little pug-face, eh. I have
bought a new mansion though I have barred it up for now. I always said that
there’s more money in fighting evil rather than doing evil.’


 


Interesting to
note, Reader, that Mama would one day cast gypsy curses for money.


    


‘Why did you buy
a mansion if you’ve just barred it up? I’m stumped.’


‘It’s for you when you come home, Little Nicky. Beggars can
be choosers, eh, hmm?’


It’s a bitter-sweet offer for Nicolasia – my future mama. On the one
hand, she would love to live in a mansion but on the other hand, it would be a
constant reminder of her mother’s success, and on the third hand: her
own ultimate failure. She responds to the White Witch’s offer by emitting a
weak mumble of approval.


‘When are you coming home, Nicky? Have you met a man? I cannot tell
how many love spells I have conjured up, using morning dew and garlands. I have
pleaded with the heavens on five mid-summer’s nights in a row for your safe
return with the man of your dreams. And I didn’t charge a penny for any of
this. I’ve looked at the cards and they tell me that you’ve indeed found a man
– a fluffy man that you’re going to be happy with. You will have a
beautiful child, Nicky, and I will have a beautiful grandchild. Don’t waste
time; remember, time is a witch’s worst enemy. What are you doing with your
life? You know the old joke about the prostitute and the businesswoman? They
both juggle many balls! Hmm? So which is it, Nicky?’


Nicolasia chickens out before she tells her mother about her
pregnancy. ‘Mama, please, don’t call me Nicky…’


‘My senses tell me that you’ve got something to get off your chest.’


Nicolasia quips, ‘Out of my belly, more like,’ trying to convince
herself that a sense of humour is the best way forward though the White Witch
of Romania is more known for her sixth sense. Mama – Nicolasia – takes a deep
breath and speaks from her inner reverie located just to my left as life as a
foetus. ‘I’ve, um, fallen.’


‘Oh? Do you need stitches? Remember, sterilize the fish-hook first
over a naked flame.’ The White Witch says this as if reading from a First Aid
manual.


‘No, I mean that I’m with child, Mama.’


There’s a pause down the line, a pregnant one. ‘Nicky, you’re
breaking up.’ Mama laughs. ‘For a moment there, I thought you said that you
were pregnant, ha! ha!’ pronouncing the words instead of laughing them.


‘I did.’


More hesitation. ‘Well, did you get his registration number? Always
get the car-plates before he has time to skedaddle.’


‘No, Mama, I’m with the fluffy man of my dreams.’ 


This time there’s a heavily pregnant pause considering immediate
circumstances. ‘Nicky! I am so happy for you! My love! Ooh, I’m a granny! Granny
White Witch! ... Granny White Witch!’ chanting down the line. ‘Granny –’


Nicolasia almost drops the phone with relief and for a moment is
sure that her waters have just broken.


‘Is he from our clan? Is he Romani?’


‘He’s a local boy.’


‘Come again?’


‘He’s local.’


‘Depends where local is, doesn’t it, eh, hmm, Nicky? When you say local
I presume you’re in Bucharest or Romania right now.’


‘He’s a boy from Limerick.’


The love has gone now. ‘Excuse me, where?’ 


Mama hears the White Witch mumbling frantic prayer in mother-tongue.
‘It’s in a country called Ireland, Mama.’


She repeats Ireland to herself. ‘Is he a leprechaun? Take his pot of
gold...’


‘I’m not joking, Mama.’ Nicolasia finds herself thinking about that
comparison but doesn’t admit to her mother that, with a little green jacket,
curly shoes, red leotards, freckles, black top-hat with complementary shiny
gold buckle, a jolly smile with a clay pipe, then yes, Willy would probably fit
the bill. The only thing he is missing is the gold and Nicolasia has that in
her teeth cavities. ‘He’s not one of us, Mama. Mama? You still there, Mama?’
She can hear her mother breathing – no, wheezing – down the other end of the
line. ‘I know you’re still there Mama. Please, no more DIY asthma cures.’
Nicolasia addresses the immediate situation. ‘Willy is –’


‘Huh?!’


‘That’s his name. Willy is very protective and he refuses to allow
me to use my naked pregnancy to coax money from strangers on the streets.’ 


   


Reader, I
personally owe a debt of gratitude to Papa because I would’ve been an unwitting
accomplice inside the womb.


 


The White Witch
booms. ‘How dare he! There are rules about this sort of thing! Ragamuffin!’


‘Love has no rules, Mama ... not here.’


‘Poppycock!’


‘No, please don’t say that! You can say anything but not the
P-word, Mama! Listen, please, Mama! Please!!’


‘I’ve got to go, Nicky. The, um, mayor has arrived for a
tarot-reading. He doesn’t know how to govern this town so he’s resorted to the
cards.’


‘You lie, Mama! Listen to me! I did try to take him for everything
he had! Honest! That was my original plan and I used the love curse just like
you had taught me but I guess I mixed up the sequence.’


‘Silly girl! I will whip you up an amulet of daffodils, nectar, and
bees wax – ’


‘I think I’ve fallen in love…’


‘Tripe!’


‘No, no! Mama, really, he has wonderful paternal instincts. He has a
smart uniform and, um, and a shiny vehicle. His parents have been good enough
to allow us to stay in their apartment in the city although they’ve gotten
their locks changed at their own place. Don’t you see, Mama? Willy is a
squatter with morals, just like I. He is a metaphorical gypsy.’


‘Poppy-cock!’


Nicolasia flinches as the two syllables of “poppy” and “cock” tear
through her ear-drum in quick succession.


‘You’re either a gypsy or you’re not one – go big or go home, Nicky.
Don’t confuse itinerant tinker with gypsy, Nicky. We are a race of people with
morals and standards. Our ancestors came from the shores of the Ganges. That’s where you’re going, Nicky, onto the funeral pyre with the devil’s spawn.’


Mama is wondering what all this has got to do with her having a
baby. ‘You’ve put my love for this man on a funeral pyre AND your grandbaby!’


Nicolasia’s mother refuses to entertain such poppycock and tripe.
‘And gimme the match, Honey! Call me back when you’ve seen sense. I always
said, go big or go home, and I guess you’re gonna go big with Devil-Child.’
Pause. ‘And don’t reverse the charges...’


Nicolasia hangs up the phone and her mother. She knows it
will be the last time that they will ever speak if love gets its strange old
way. She accepts that she’s in Ireland because she cannot live with the bitter
fact that she hasn’t been handed down her mother’s gift. Sometimes she blames
her mother directly, other times, she just blames fate or genes, whichever
comes first. Is the gift something that her mother can hand down?  It isn’t a
family heirloom clock, admits Nicolasia – you’ve either got it or you don’t but
it’s easier to blame her mother than blame herself. The feeling of failure had
consumed her until she decided to leave her childhood 18-bedroom mansion on the
outskirts of Bucharest with a view of the river.


Nicolasia only has Willy now as Willy only has Nicolasia – and the
unrequited love of a foetus (sorry, Mama).


 


Now, Reader,
writing these words, I cannot turn away from the blatant similarities that
exist between Mama’s relationship with her mother and my relationship with
Mama. I too would become a rebel and despise Mama’s guts for a great chunk of
my life and get involved with an outsider (my partner being dead). Secretly, I
know that Mama was always jealous of the fact that the White Witch’s gift had
skipped a generation like manic-depression and blessed me with the power to
speak with the dead – a mutant variant on my long-lost grandmother’s white
witch powers … or Granny Annie’s ashes – it skips a generation either way you
look at it. If my autobiography should ever find itself on a school syllabus
(with the sexually explicit passages edited out) then we could probably further
analyze the parallels that exist between my life and Willy’s life and how we
both found ourselves on the periphery of society.
















Rose-Tinted Glasses


 


Mama quickly
becomes disillusioned with life in the apartment. She’s suffering from
travel-sickness, for lack of it more than anything. Her feet are itchy with
Athlete’s Foot but metaphorically too. The Athlete’s Foot has set in due to
being stagnant. She craves to be back on the road. Now it seems pointless to
carry on pretending that she doesn’t speak English because she has absolutely
nothing to gain from such a charade. And speaking of charades, they’re starting
to get on her tits. Simple daily conversation has become a ridiculous chore,
all fingers and gestures just to pass the salt or indicate that there is no
toilet paper which I won’t go into here. 


‘Willy, I feel like a trapped bird – a linnet, perhaps.’ She ponders
that image of the melancholic linnet, without a song, trapped in a Victorian
brass cage. ‘Yes, a linnet. I’m used to coming and going as I please. Let’s
take to the roads and live off the land and handouts. I want to sing again.
Willy? Are you okay?’


*   *   *


Half an hour
later, Papa is in Dr. Brown’s clinic, suffering from an acute panic attack. It
had been the sudden shock of hearing his mute pregnant lover’s voice that had
sent him into a spiralling delirium before scrambling for his post-bike and
cycling erratically to Dr. Brown’s clinic. One minute he’s hanging a picture of
Winnie the Pooh in the new baby’s rent-free room (a name which constantly
disgusts Papa, being a romantic) and the next he’s a twitching mass of disgrace
on the linoleum floor. Though her speciality is skin, Dr. Brown gives Papa a
sedative and sends him on his bike which is blatant misconduct in my opinion. 


By the time Papa gets home, the world seems a better place despite
having crashed his bike into several parked cars and smashing his two front
teeth again just a fortnight after investing in new ones. 


Mama is waiting for him in the kitchen-slash-bedroom. She overlooks
the bloody graze on his cheek which he didn’t have when he left. 


‘Willy, set us free and let’s bring up baby to be independent of
booster shots and trimester check-ups with non-national doctors. Look at me:
I’ve never had a vaccination in my life.’


The sedatives are really kicking in now. Perhaps Papa should’ve just
taken the meds for today and not maximise his time by taking enough for the
full week. Through rose-tinted glasses, Papa agrees wholeheartedly that they
should take to the roads in a wandering Technicolor gypsy caravan on the back
of a pie-bald plough-horse. ‘We will follow the way of the piebald.’ Papa
slurs, ‘Why didn’t you tell me you could speak? You sly vixen… Jesus, when you
started speaking about that linnet in the cage I just ... I just ...’ Papa
slips away into a place all fuzzy and colour...


Mama dons her best method-actress pitiful look. ‘I was afraid.’


That’s good enough for Papa. ‘Is there anything else you want to
tell me? Now is the time, dear, because once we’re out on the road…’


Mama falls off her suitcase with shock. ‘Oh, Willy! You mean…?!’


By the way, Mama’s been sitting on a packed suitcase for some time.


Willy nods from cloud nine. ‘What’s a bird without its song, my
beautiful thing? Let’s scatter to the four winds like seed in bird-dung.’ Being
a romantic, the idea of being self-sufficient takes Willy by storm. It’s that
image of being a seed in dung that does it.


Ecstatic, Mama jumps up and down repeatedly in the same spot until
there’s danger of me having brain damage, but I don’t hold it against her.


‘But Nicolasia, please, no more secrets. Do you have anything else
to tell me before we leave our lives behind us … old lives ‘n old lies?’


‘I went to university.’


‘Wait, you’re not talking about the university of life? Because if
you are…’


‘No, I studied a Law degree at the University of Bucharest but quit
due to peer pressure.’


‘Peer? University? Pressure?’


‘Yes, my peers told me that I was wasting my life by not getting
married. I also worked a summer in a Russian circus as a trapeze-artist where I
hold the record for remaining in mid-air the longest without safety wires or
nets. I also worked a stint as an ‘extra’ – only an ‘extra’ – on the
porn film circuit in Bucharest but I am a method actress at heart.’


‘Ah, that’s nice.’ Papa doesn’t care what Mama says now or that she
cites it in perfect English … though being an ‘extra’ in a porn film does grab
his curiosity from the warm bosom of chemical intoxication, more worrying is
why does she put air-commas around ‘extra’? ‘Now I understand where you learned
all those smutty words – which is a turn-on, by the way.’ He giggles drunkenly.
‘What does an extra do in a porn film? Walk casually by a chaise-lounge? I just
don’t see much room for an extra in the porn industry, Nicolasia. Hold your
tongue now before you say something you might regret.’


Nicolasia physically holds her tongue. ‘Eh hogogen gow, Wiggy.’


‘Please, darling, we do that here in Ireland, but not in a literal
sense. Tell me...’


Mama is about to tell Papa what she had said but Papa cuts her off.
‘No, I prefer not to know. Let’s just agree to disagree that you’ve told me.’


Mama releases her long tongue. 


 


Not that I
really needed to know, Reader, but Papa has since told me that Mama could tie a
half-nelson knot with her tongue among other tricks. She was that nimble. Oh,
how Willy wished for those days to return. My gestation had put a halt on any
further circus bedroom antics. 


*   *   *


Papa awakes to
see Mama still sitting on the old battered suitcase, staring into his face, but
now the walls are bare and there’s a serious lack of furniture in the studio.
‘Christ, how long have I been out?’


‘Five minutes.’ 


‘Uh-huh.’ He vaguely wonders where his parents’ furniture is but
lets it slide. ‘Where are you going, Nicky?’ He cringes, feeling a real thumper
of a headache coming on. 


‘We’re going where the wind takes us, remember? Four winds, you
promised.’ She rubs her tummy lovingly to emphasise that forgetting isn’t an
option at this point. ‘And don’t call me Nicky.’


‘We need money first, darling. We can’t just drop everything and
head out on the road. We need transport and cash to get us by until we find a
way of making money but I insist on being self-sufficient.’ Papa manages a
sluggish chuckle. ‘God bless your innocence…’


‘I’ve already devised an effective money-saving scheme,’ Mama points
out. ‘I’ve based it on a model which I was taught at university.’


Papa sits up. ‘You scheming little vixen…’


Mama shows her appreciation at being named a vixen by flashing her
tits, leaving Papa feeling cold and empty. 


‘Seriously, Nicolasia, there’s no need to show your breasts every
time I compliment you, though I’ll never get sick of seeing them. A nod will do
or a smile. You don’t know how happy I feel to see a glint of that gold.’ He
sits back down. 


She quickly tucks herself in and clears her throat to show Papa that
there are real sound-bytes coming. ‘Your parents deserve to be taught a lesson
after the way they treated us and our unborn child.’


‘You weren’t pregnant when they disowned us.’


‘That’s superfluous.’


‘Yes,’ being a romantic, Willy agrees, ‘I suppose it is. What do you
suggest?’


‘I suggest we sell this studio and pocket the proceeds. I’ve already
sold off the furniture.’


‘Jesus, Mary, ‘n all the saints… while I was unconscious? My little
pro-active linnet...’


‘We can also siphon any contributions by steaming open birthday and
communion cards. You can stop off here 


during your
route every morning and I can sift through them while you drink tea. I will
hand you back the empties, gummed, and ready to be sent on. Nobody will notice
the difference.’


‘Except the child…’


‘Greed leads us down dark paths, Willy. We must be cruel to be kind.
Surely one in the hand is worth one in my bush?’


 


Reader, this was
just the beginning. 


 


Papa agrees
wholeheartedly and laughs despite his wounds and fogginess. Mama’s new-found
lewdness in the English language is exciting, playful, and fresh. He studies
Nicolasia through his rose-tinted glasses: ‘You saucy vixen you.’


Mama and Papa make awkward love over a bump that keeps getting in
the way: me.


Omen?
















Peacocks don’t Fly


 


For the next
three months, Papa and Mama decide to live out of the suitcase that Mama had so
lovingly packed during Papa’s panic attack. They live in the tiny apartment
room while I live in my decreasing womb but both parties have a view of the
future now. The unwitting open suitcase gives them a sense of purpose knowing
that they will soon be on the road. It becomes a metaphor for hope, freedom,
and a future without flushing toilets. During this time, Papa puts the studio
up for sale as Mama had suggested. It sells a week later to a property
development company who offers half the studio’s asking price. Keen to hit the
road, Papa agrees to the ridiculously low price but also out of spite for
Mother’s and Father’s ostracism. However, if Papa is to be brutally honest, it
is the promise of further adventures in the exotic gypsy’s cleavage. But Mama’s
genes are interfering with the controls now and pregnancy plus being a
trapped linnet has put Mama right off the idea. Taking to the roads will
rekindle that spark, Willy has no doubt.


During the caged-bird period of her life (which also parallels my
caged gestation for the students on a school syllabus), Mama removes enough
twenties and fifties from communion and birthday cards for Willy to buy a
clapped-out rusty (Papa would insist that it’s rust-coloured) Hiace van from a
fishmonger in Limerick city. 


From there, Papa drives directly to a wind-swept caravan-site on the
cliffs of Bale Beach overlooking the Atlantic in Kerry County.


 


Reader, it’s
just a few miles south of where I will fall from the Cliffs of Moher
twenty-something years later. 


 


Papa had seen a
coffee-and-cream two-tone caravan (Mama prefers to call it a mobile-home) for
sale in Buy & Sell magazine at an incredible bargain price. By now,
Papa is wearing pink John Lennon glasses because he hasn’t forgotten the warm,
fuzzy, rose-tinted effect of the drugs Dr Brown had administered to him
following Mama’s Linnet speech. The glasses might help cushion him from life’s
sharp edges. Besides, hippies wear them and Papa is a hippie now.


 


Reader, little
did we know that this was the beginning of a long series of tell-tale signs
which would lead to Papa’s temporary downfall. Just a year on, Papa would adopt
an exotic parrot just to hear a friendly voice – the sound of his own imitated
voice. He would turn to the bird for solace and comfort and hold daily
conversations with himself through the clipped bird.


 


A metaphor,
Reader? Just a tad...


 


Papa meets the
owner of the caravan as planned; an individual with a handle-bar moustache and
mashed red nose with a trilby pricked with a peacock feather. But it’s the
haunted look in his eyes that Papa first notices. He seems to be a man who had
once seen something horrifying and never really came back from it. He keeps
looking over his shoulder. Papa, feeling a little intimidated, looks in the
same direction but there’s nothing but the Atlantic Ocean just beyond the
cliff-face. Papa hands over an impossibly low price for the caravan which suits
him. So low in fact that Peacock Man has just paid Willy a fifty to take
the caravan away, ‘as far as possible’


‘Why are you selling the caravan so cheap?’ Being a romantic, Papa
kicks himself for having asked the question. ‘I mean, why are you paying me to
take it away? You could easily sell it for a few more shillings. It’s not in
bad shape.’


Peacock Man grows evasive and answers by doffing his trilby and
going for a walk along the cliff-top. As he disappears into the sunset, he
points to his ears. This leads Papa to believe that he hasn’t heard what Papa
has just said because of the wind which, fair enough, is high today. But Papa
had asked the question before the man had wandered off for a stroll.
What is this mystery all about? Being a romantic, Papa runs after the
individual to get to the bottom of this mystery but Peacock Man climbs over the
fence – as he would climb over a country-gate during a Sunday stroll – and
throws himself off the cliff, and flying isn’t a peacock’s strong point.


Papa bolts after the pocket of air left gaping wide in Peacock Man’s
absence but he knows that it’s nothing but a gap in time now. He falls to his
knees in pure confusion and disarray, even finds himself calling back, ‘I’ll
pay you for it!! Here, take the money back! I’ll hand it back to you instead!
We can pretend! Jesus Mother of Christ, we can PRETEEEND!!’ He isn’t trying
to act the smart-ass. The shock of the horrible spectacle has short-circuited
Papa’s reason-board. Being a natural romantic, he is sensitive, but having
witnessed a suicide leaves him sensitive on a microscopic scale, even down to
having to wear pure cotton and no polyester underwear. What had driven the
peacock over the edge? Willy would constantly question what, exactly, had the
man been looking for on that fateful day. 


 


Of course, we
know now that Peacock Man had paid the price of a Chinese family menu to Willy
to take the caravan away because, well, let’s just say that the two-tone has a dark
past and that will go undiscovered for another six years until yours truly
makes the discovery. After what he had seen, Peacock Man probably thought that
he could fly. I guess he had a little of the gift inside him without knowing.
Sometimes it can be a shock to the system to suddenly discover that one has the
gift to see the Dead. Not being able to help the man affected Papa for the rest
of his life and it manifested in peculiar ways.
















Part 2


 


 


Be the Rat
















Carpathian Mountain love-song


 


Having packed
their luggage three months previous, Mama and Papa are quick to abandon the
studio-apartment, never to see Henry Street or Limerick city ever again … for
now. 


‘It’s odd,’ comments Papa, as he negotiates the city streets without
power-steering while under-estimating street corners with the two-tone’s back
axle, ‘strange to leave the city – a sweet ‘n sour sensation.’


‘Yes, I would love a Chinese now,’ agrees Mama. ‘Baby’s hungry.’


‘These streets were my stomping ground,’ Papa continues reminiscing.
‘I knew everyone on my route and now they’re gone forever. Sometimes people
would invite me in for a cuppa on mornings when my hands were frozen to the
handlebars. What fond memories.’


‘Do the Chinese do spring-rolls in winter?’


‘Gone forever…’


‘Just Spring?’


‘No, I mean my life in Limerick.’


‘Oh, they’re not gone forever – you’re gone forever. Wake up
and smell the jelly beans.’


‘Yes, you’re absolutely correct. You’re very observant.’ Papa leans
across and kisses his pregnant girlfriend on the cheek but pulls back when a
sign-post looms up in his direction. ‘I hope they meet a postman who cares for
post as much as I did,’ speaking briefly to his reflection in the cracked
side-mirror.


‘Pull over for something to eat when you get a chance. Baby wants a
spring-roll now.’


Papa smiles and lovingly takes Mama’s hand in his and rests it on
the gear-stick to use as a gear-knob. Mama finds this cute but soon eases her
hand away due to the jarring effect coming up through the Hiace’s crank-shaft
into her arm and shoulder resulting in teeth-chatter.


‘Don’t you see that we’re made for each other?’ observes Papa. ‘We
both have travelling in our blood only I didn’t take it so seriously.’


Mama giggles at this observation and adds to the parallels. ‘I lived
under a bridge in Romania when I was a toddling before my mother started
charging for her white witch power-spells whereas you lived over a bridge in
Ireland. We both had privileged views of a river. Maybe that river has brought
us together, Willy…’ 


‘Beautiful. Speaking of bridges,’ says Papa, ‘we’ve burnt ours,
baby. We have forfeited everything to be with each other. That to me is a new
bridge! Our Love Bridge!’ rejoices Papa and slaps the steering wheel but still
with an undeniable sadness in his eyes hidden behind his newly acquired John
Lennon glasses. ‘I’m about to become a new-age traveller … a true Romantic!’


Mama speaks from her inner reverie. ‘I will teach you the way of the
gypsy.’ 


Not realizing just how seriously Mama would take her vow, Papa
rejoices ‘Can’t wait!’ and changes up into second gear with grinding
determination. 


As they slowly leave the city behind them, Papa notices that Mama’s
eyes have grown misty. ‘Don’t worry. We are standing at the graveside of an old
way of life.’ Papa too sheds a single tear. ‘It was meant to be this way,
Nicky, and nothing can stop fate ... nothing. Even if we do try to stop
it, fate has already second-guessed us and, um...’ Papa trails off as his
train-of-thought becomes too complex to word so changes up into third instead
and secretly wishes for an automatic.  


Mama collects Papa’s tear in an old jam jar with which she will
later use to bathe me – my first symbolic bath of Papa tears. I was to be
bathed in tears of sacrifice that my parents, just Papa really, had made for
me. A single tear won’t provide a full bath so Mama smacks Papa across the
face. It’s a sure-fire method she would use more and more frequently. The
stinging causes a chemical reaction which forces Papa to release more tears and
Mama’s there to collect.


Mama only then clarifies her reason for crying. ‘Baby’s kicking,
that’s all.’ 


As they leave the city behind them, Mama scares Papa with a long
lamenting wail of an old gypsy Carpathian Mountain love-song. Papa doesn’t understand
but it feels more appropriate not to understand. The lament feels so darn
correct that he mistakenly turns up the volume dial on the radio as they sail –
chug – out onto the motorway and into the unknown.


‘Go big or go home,’ that’s what the White Witch says, says Mama.


 


Reader, this is
clear evidence that my parents did once love each other despite the sordid
sex-carnival that their relationship would become not too far down the road.
















Papa’s Hell in a Bucket


 


Reader, I
deliberated on including the following description in my autobiography but
eventually decided that nothing should be excluded. On the one hand, life on
the road can seem a wonderfully liberating notion; at one with nature. But
Mother Nature can be a two-faced bitch, so what happens when nature calls? Oh,
yes Reader, it’s all very well admiring nature from a distance but what happens
when it calls at your back-door, literally and metaphorically speaking.


 


Over the next
few weeks, Papa has some major adjusting to do, especially when it comes to the
art of going to the toilet without a toilet. Being an eternal romantic, he has
never really thought about the practical side of life on the road. The open
road comes second-nature to Mama but Papa doesn’t understand why they just
can’t pull up on the side of a secluded road to make toilet but Mama has taken
her pledge of training him in the way of the gypsy quite seriously. She insists
that he practice making toilet while driving, ‘Just in case…’ is all she says
with an ominous air, ‘Just in case...’ 


 


To his disgust,
Papa finds that plastic bags just aren’t working for him, they just don’t cut
it, especially after a much-loved Chinese. At least the damage is minimal with
number 1, but number 2 proves to be tricky during these first few tentative
outings. He just cannot seem to fold down the plastic bag into a perfectly
round holding container like Mama can plus change gear at the same time.
Sometimes Papa gets so frustrated that he opens his bowels directly into his
cupped right hand as some kind of dirty protest and slings his waste through
the open window, sometimes on the open country road, other times (when angry)
in built-up areas. As a romantic, Papa’s got no rules and about as
unpredictable as a civilian living in an itinerant gypsy’s world.


‘Whoo! That’s hell in a bucket right there,’ cries Papa the first
time he tries number two in a plastic bag going through a three-lane
south-bound roundabout in Dublin. ‘If only I had a bucket,’ he pleads.
‘It’s just a waste of money, Nicky. Please don’t buy any more recyclable
plastic bags for this purpose. Human waste is recyclable,’ he quips and
lets fly through his side-window, asking Mama to take the wheel as Papa moons
the three-lane traffic-jam. Talk about a pile-up. ‘Maybe we could, um, buy some
actual groceries or something and use the bag for that?’ Papa treads around
Mama when it comes to domestic chores because domesticity isn’t Mama’s strong
point.


‘It’s Nicolasia, not Nicky! You’re bang out of order!’ She clenches
her fists but restrains them. ‘You’re insecure about your own bodily functions,
that’s all. That’s what we do!’ Mama seems to take Papa’s mess in her stride;
she has been waiting for this faecal moment. 


The feeling of having his rear-end wiped up by Mama as he
commandeers the vehicle that first time is both humbling and liberating. It
gives Papa an incredible new lease of life; a catharsis, a born-again baby.


*   *   *


After six weeks
of trial and error, Papa narrows down his select choice of toilet vessels. What
suits him best is a carton container: a shoe-box perhaps or even a tetra-pack
at a push, though accuracy is a must. A litre-bottle with its spout cut off
becomes an ideal urine recipient. If all else fails, there’s the hard shoulder
despite Mama’s protests. A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. 


When it comes to eating on the road, well, Papa would always see it
as a smash ‘n grab kind of process. Eating hours go out the window and instead
of eating three square meals a day Papa begins to eat pear-shaped meals,
studying the way of the piebald in its eating habits: little and often.


The chilly nights in the two-tone caravan is also something Papa has
to get used to but he has no problem adapting. Instead of leaving on a
gas-guzzling generator all night, Mama and Papa make a killing by making hard
‘n fast love like a couple of blinded down-‘n-out myxomatosis rabbits with
nothing to live for. I don’t need to tell you that this is what Papa has been
hoping for. The fact that Mama is still pregnant allowed for sloppy sex which is
something that they both revel in, celebrating it wholeheartedly (though I do
feel a little used.) As matter of fact, the systemic gyrating keeps me in a
deep comfortable sleep as I wallow in amniotic fluid and keep snug in a coat of
downy parka fluff. It’s a win-win situation – top ‘a the world, Ma! 


The trials and tribulations of a new family; it’s just the three of
us – me, my family, and I. Or is it just the three of us? Hint, hint...
















Cabbage Patch Baby


 


‘Brussels Sprouts!’


We have spent
the last few weeks touring the length and breadth of Ireland and even across to
Wales on the ferry by mistake (we just ended up in the queue for the boat and
couldn’t get back out, just had to keep going forward). To everybody’s
surprise, the Hiace hasn’t given problems and remains as clapped-out as it did
the first day Papa brought it back from the fishmonger’s in Limerick city,
though the fishy smell still lingers. 


It’s just after
midnight on Valentine’s Day, 1973. I’m about to be born under an unwitting head
of cabbage, six days over-due. I might’ve tried to stay a few extra days if I’d
known then that I’d be committed to a mental asylum at the age of thirteen for
hearing voices in my head (as opposed to in my ears.) That and many other
travesties to come...


‘Brussels
sprouts!’ My fully-blown Romanian gypsy mother
cries for a second time. She has apparently just spotted Brussels sprouts in a
field as we plod along in our smoke-belchin’ Hiace on some lost by-road of
south-west Ireland. 


‘Sprouts!
Papa!’ cries Mama again. ‘Pull over! Jesus, Willy, look at the size
of ‘em!!’ She can see the sprouts glistening under the moonlight.


Papa indicates
and curses to himself for the umpteenth time. It’s a bad habit because the
indicator never works. He drags the Hiace off the road and stays while Mama
jumps a gate. When she lands, momentum carries me on down further, bouncing me
once off the cool dewy grass – my wake-up call. My crazy gypsy Mama runs freely
amongst the farmer’s patch, crying: ‘Willy, they’re giant Brussels sprouts!
We don’t have these in Romania!!’ 


Willy, being a
romantic, laughs his head off. ‘They’re cabbages, darlin’,’ Papa calls back
from the safety of the Hiace. ‘Cabbages.’


This discovery seems to take the wind out of Mama’s sails, faltering
momentarily, but she picks up again and runs wild amongst the cabbages under
the moonlight. The majestic sight brings a tear of happiness to Papa’s eyes and
then he breaks down into uncontrollable giggling because Mama doesn’t know
which cabbage to steal and ends up running from one to another in a hysterical
greedy cabbage-headed frenzy; Mama’s theory is that if something grows from the
earth then it belongs to Mother Earth. Her childish excitement reminds Papa of
the very early days when Father used to take him mushroom-hunting on the early
dewy mornings of September. 


Just as Mama spreads her legs to reach down and pluck a ripe
cabbage, a rabbit bounds from the darkness and shocks Mama into labour. I make
a conscious decision to break Mama’s waters. My time has come…


 


If I could meet
that rabbit now, Reader, I would shake his hand and thank him for giving me
this kick-start in life which almost killed Mama…


 


Just as Mama
hauls the head of cabbage from the moist earth, ‘Come on ya’ stubborn
bastard!’ another head appears in its place, temporarily confusing her
senses: my head; my cabbage-patch head. Mama drops to her knees. ‘Papa!
Oh, Papa!’


Across the field, Papa chuckles again, hearing Mama’s satisfied
cries of happiness and then breaks down into unadulterated laughter, hopping
his forehead off the steering-wheel. The hard laughing brings on a domino
effect in his bladder so he searches for the cut-top bottle beneath his seat
and relieves himself under the full moon while his wife calls out his name.
‘Shit!’ he profanes, months of piddling-at-the-wheel have stuck with him and
now Papa feels insecure relieving himself outside the Hiace.


Across the way, Mama hears the Hiace’s horn beep once when Papa
slams his forehead but isn’t sure what it signifies despite their many early-day
charades and gestures. ‘Hot water! Willy, hot fucking water!’


Papa’s beginning to sober up and is questioning Mama’s unusual
request. ‘We don’t have to boil the cabbage now, Nicky!’ Papa yells back
through his window into the darkness. ‘We’ll light a bonfire later. Burn some
tyres if you want...’ Surely she knows that the boiler has broken down again,
ponders Papa. They have been showering in the rain and bathing in puddles for
the past fortnight for goodness sake. ‘Where am I going to get hot water on Valentine’s
night?’ 


In the distance, he can hear Mama moaning in mother-tongue and
screaming a few incoherent words of Romanian: ‘Rabbit … baby … baby … baby …
baby! … BABY!’ 


Willy had picked up a smattering of Romanian during their time
together and there’s no mistaking one word that keeps repeating itself: rabbit!
It’s clear as day: Mama has just caught a rabbit for supper! Papa lets out a
whoop of excitement and slaps the roof of the Hiace then kicks himself for
having missed the moment when his wild gypsy woman negotiated a rabbit. His
mind runs rife with possibilities and there is something deeply moving about
Nicky man-handling a wild animal. Papa wonders how she had killed the beast.
Had she sunken her teeth into its wind-pipe or had she broken its back with her
bare hands or had she offered it up a knuckle sandwich camouflaged as a leaf of
lettuce? Papa strides like a man to the back of the caravan and looks for a
stew-pot.


‘WILLY!!’


Papa pauses. She doesn’t use his name very often; she mostly just looks
at him when she’s addressing him and points. 


‘THE BABY!! HOT WATER NOW!! YAAAGH!!’


Finally realizing what is happening, Papa makes an embarrassing
deep-throat gurgling sound and falls backwards out of the caravan, winding
himself on the tarmac. He picks himself up and trots around in circles, ‘Jesus
… Oh, Jesus…’ not knowing what to do and pulling at what’s left of his hair
follicles. ‘Water?! Where am I going to find hot fucking water?!’
He tries flagging down traffic but there is no traffic and they wouldn’t have
stopped for a half-gypsy anyway. There’s only one thing for it. He dives into
the caravan and finds a basin. Falling back out of the caravan onto the road,
he trips and slips to the front of the Hiace. He struggles to open the bonnet
with clumsy hands and bleeds the radiator dry, collecting the warm rusty water
in the basin. But there isn’t enough so he is left with no alternative but to
siphon out his lukewarm urine from the cut bottle. Sick, yes, I know, but his
paternal instinct is in the driving seat now and all he wants to do is give hot
water in whatever format it comes in. God bless you, Papa. It turns out that my
first symbolic bath won’t be of Papa’s tears but a heady mix of anti-freeze,
piss, and rusty water.


‘Nickyyy!’


‘Sop calling me Nicky! Waagh! Bluaagh!’


Papa tries jumping the fence but trips and almost spills the
questionable contents of the basin. His legs and arms go to jelly under the
pressure. He has trouble co-ordinating himself, stumbling across the field
towards Mama in the cabbage patch…


Mama has already given birth by the time Papa falls at her feet,
disgraced and out of breath. He first lays his eyes on his little girl – me! –
sheltering beneath a head of cabbage like a demented little Tinkerbelle and
breaks down into a heap but a kick into the side of his head breaks him from
his trance.


‘Now is no time for celebrating, Papa!’


On hearing himself being called ‘Papa’ Papa pulls himself together
and cleans me up with his own piss and anti-freeze. He swaddles me in his duffle-coat
and takes me back to the Hiace and switches on the engine to provide heat for
his baby girl, but has forgotten that the Hiace’s radiator is empty and its
engine screams into overheat mode. Left with no other option, Papa, ever the
resourceful romantic, climbs onto the grille of the Hiace and urinates an
on-cue, hard ‘n fast gush, into the van’s radiator with outstanding accuracy
while baying at the moon. ‘I’ve never felt so self-sufficient!!’ he
cries, quickly steadying himself for fear of a dribble. ‘I’m a daddy!!’


 


Reader, I’ve
asked Papa several times where the inspired golden shower had come from but he
maintains to this day that it was a miracle.


  


Papa fills the
Hiace just enough to get us to Limerick Regional hospital, which thankfully
turns out to be only fifteen minutes from the cabbage patch, because Papa
drives as the crow flies tonight, across the fields. The Hiace van collapses
into a puff of white steam in the invalid parking-area and Papa runs to A&E
with me in his arms, crying, ‘Cold … Baby … Cabbage!’ over and over
again, even ‘Rabbit!’


A couple of nurses focus on the middle word and swipe me from Papa
and run off towards the gynaecological department.


‘Where’s the mother?’ asks the nurse, pelting across the
tarmac.


‘The other??’


‘The mother!’


Papa’s not thinking clearly.  ‘Who??’ 


‘Mother Theresa, who do you think?’


*   *   *


An hour later,
an ambulance pulls up next to the two-tone caravan on the secluded
country-road. Papa and the driver get out and sprint across the field to the cabbage
patch, screaming, ‘Nicky!’ but Papa can’t see Mama amongst the vegetables. ‘Where
are you, Nicky?!’


 ‘Shush!’ The ambulance driver drags
Papa to a stop. ‘Listen...’


Vague words are coming from just ahead of them, amongst the
cabbages. Papa smiles as he recognizes those weak words.


‘It’s Nicolasia, not Nicky…’ comes the meek voice.


Having a background in medical matters and not one to waste time
listening to Papa, the ambulance driver quickly locates Mama.


‘Oh dear Jesus,’ moans Papa, seeing Mama lying there helpless
amongst the cabbages.


The ambulance driver swears repeatedly under his breath, ‘No wonder
we couldn’t find her; she’s the same colour as a head of cabbage … perfect
camouflage. Another hour and she would’ve been a cabbage.’ He throws the
stretcher onto the ground, still uttering profanities, and marvels at the scene
before him. ‘I’ve never seen it in all my years.’ The ambulance driver thanks
Papa for this new experience.


Mama strings a few exasperated words together. ‘How ... How is
Valentina?’


Papa is confused and puts it down to Mama’s blood-loss. ‘Shhh,
relax.’


‘Your daughter, dummy.’


Papa manages a weak smile and a guffaw that doesn’t amount to much.
‘Oh, um, Valentina? That’s, um, that’s a wonderful name. You, uh, came up with
that yourself or…? I kind of liked Mary or Josephine…’


‘Sorry to butt in here but this woman has lost more blood than a
black puddin’.’


Willy, in a daze, realizes the gravity of the situation and
apologises, ‘Sorry, Jesus, you’re absolutely right; I’ll take it up with her at
the hospital.’


*   *   *


They finally
make it back to the Regional hospital and sponge off the tax-payer’s money. I
soon become known as the Cabbage Patch Doll on the baby floor at the Regional
hospital in Limerick city. And, justifiably so: I have an off-centre wrinkled
head that resembles a cabbage. The fact that I was born in a cabbage
patch only fuels my cabbage-ness. I suffer from a lazy-eye. Mama blames it on
Papa’s side of the family.


*   *   *


It’s not long
before we are back on the road as a threesome...


Not so. I start to notice somebody else in the two-tone who isn’t
Papa or Mama, looking down at me in my cardboard-box refitted as a crib. And
I’m not referring to the rat that has moved into the roof-lining of the
two-tone...
















Our Uninvited Guest


 


The clapped-out
Hiace drags one big happy family in the two-tone caravan across Ireland and
England: me, Papa, and Mama ... and a colossal black man with a horse-shoe gash
on the side of his head, three tattooed-tears eternally dripping from the
corner of his left eye and more tattoos on his eyelids that I can never quite
read in a blink. Something tells me that the inkings are numbers rather than
words.


    Mama always
maintained that babies can see angels floating about the air and that’s what
she says when she sees my little peepers tracking something hovering around the
dining-room-cum-every-room of the coffee ‘n cream two-tone caravan. Maybe it’s
an angel, but you might be forgiven for thinking that angels are delicate
creatures that come in various shades of celestial pastels. This angel is an
enormous black man (to be P.C. he is coloured, but I prefer black because I’m
white but nobody refers to me as coloured even though white is a colour just as
black is) with a gentle and warm face, pronounced by those three forever
tear-drops branded into his upper left cheek that cages him in perpetual
sadness. You could say that he’s my dark angel.


    One day, I
discover that I can communicate with this tall dark stranger: our uninvited
guest. 


‘Who are you?’ I ask the man sitting on his haunches in my makeshift
play-pen. ‘Are you renting a room from Mama and Papa?’


 


Reader, you must
understand that I was a toddler and not world-wise even though I have an
enlightened command of the English language while still on all fours. A
miracle? No, I will explain later, but for now, the information I have provided
you with should suffice. I’m a very perceptive toddler, more perceptive than
Mama or Papa gives me credit for. Now, Reader, with the gift of hindsight, Mama
never gave me credit, not even for my mobile/cell phone in later years.


 


‘You’re not
squatting surely?’


    The man
looks down at his posture. He looks back at me and we both begin to giggle,
knowing that I’ve just cracked a wise joke far beyond my years. I’m cracking
one-liners while other babies are throwing up their mother’s milk. I repeat my
brazen question. ‘Are you renting? What is your name, sir?’ 


    ‘Hush now,
child,’ comes this ocean-deep amber voice – the trustful domineering tones of a
man who I would trust implicitly, not only as a child but also during my
rambunctious teenage years and into adulthood. He speaks with a wild New Orleans twang. As matter of fact, my first ‘aloud’ (as opposed to the words I speak in
my mind) words would be spoken with the same Mississippi lilt which would
confound Mama and Papa. ‘I like to go by my stage-name, Mr. Brick Shithouse,
but you can call me Mr. Brick.’ As he says this, we hit a pot-hole and Papa’s
wooden box of playing marbles (being a romantic, Papa refuses to throw out any
of his childhood memorabilia) falls from an overhead shelf towards me in my
makeshift play-pen but Mr. Brick catches it in his enormous hand without his
eyes ever leaving mine and places the box carefully back on the shelf. ‘I’m here
to look over you. That’s it, look over your cute little fontanel, Cabbage. I’m
your free-of-charge body-guard, Muffin. Ole’ Brick’s soul ‘ere be watchin’ your
back.’ He smiles at me. Even as a toddler, Mr. Brick has the same power over me
as the sun has on a bar of chocolate left on the dashboard on a summer’s day.
‘I’m your guardian angel, Sweetie.’


    ‘I thought
guardian angels were shiny bright with wings?’


    ‘No, you’re
confusing us with fairies. Ole’ Brick with a pair of wings?’ Mr. Brick chuckles
but straightens up just as fast. ‘If you don’t mind me bein’ blunt, Muffin,
fairies don’t do a whole pile. I mean, the tooth fairy holds a steady job ‘n
provides a service but general fairies just float ‘round.’


    I want to
ask Mr. Brick Shithouse a little more about how he has come to be living in our
two-tone when there’s obviously no room, more to the point, how he can fit into
my makeshift play-pen despite being built like, well, a brick shithouse. But my
elusive friend has already disappeared back into the tea-cupboard, if I’m not
mistaken. He came to save me from that box of marbles.


 


Of course, now I
know, Reader, that the previous owner of the two-tone caravan had probably been
haunted by Mr. Brick Shithouse without Mr. Brick’s knowledge because Mr. Brick
wouldn’t harm a fly. Down through the years, I’ve experienced this. Ghosts get
a lot of bad press for frightening people but they hardly know you even exist.
As a clairvoyant, I know that some have the gift of seeing the spirit world but
the gift comes only half-formed and those poor individuals who are ‘sensitive’
to ghosts end up being haunted rather than on a talking basis with the dead as
I am. Some of these people don’t know how to react to their gift and more
cannot handle it. It was this that had driven Mr. Peacock Man to insanity and
caused him to jump to his death in a last bid to outrun my guardian angel. I
cannot confirm this, because even in death, Peacock Man is still falling...
















The Makeshift Playpen


 


My earliest memories are of financial strife and playing pirates in
my playpen with my new playmate, Mr. Brick Shithouse. 


Papa, being a self-sufficient romantic, camouflages
our poverty for romanticism by fashioning a playpen for me out of some sponge
he tears from the lining of the back-seat of a Citroën XM in a scrap-yard we
had found along the way. Papa does this during closing hours. For the floor of
my new play-area, Papa successfully acquires the circular wooden roll-core of
an enormous roll of piping he had seen discarded by the County Council on the
side of a steep road in Tipperary County. He had circled the area over a number
of days in the Hiace before finally pulling over the van and caravan and
dismantling the gigantic wooden roll to make it more manageable. At one point,
gravity takes the enormous roll down the hill with Papa desperately held up in
its inner core with his rose-tinted John Lennon glasses going round and around
like a kaleidoscope before crashing into a nearby pine forest. I clearly
remember that at two years of age and Mama’s raucous laughter. Fond memories
but some say that Papa never recovered from the dizziness that the motion
caused, even going so far as speculating that it was this freak accident that
started Papa’s own downhill momentum. To those reading this on an educational
syllabus: metaphor?


For the playpen netting, Mama lifts a nylon curtain
from Penney’s, simple and efficient. Mama does this during opening
hours. 


Finally, Papa’s playpen has come together into
something the size of a skating-rink, leaving little room to manoeuvre inside the small caravan and
accidents do happen. On several occasions, I come close to being scalded by
boiling water and hot fat spitting from the frying pan but ‘guess who’ shoves
me to the left and right of danger. Though Mama and Papa have provided me with
a state-of-the-art play-area, they haven’t provided me with a lot of toys.
Second-hand grubby toys and books are lifted from doctor’s waiting-rooms all
around the country (which is probably why I contract so many illnesses as a
toddler and, ironically, the reason why I never become ill due to having built
up a tolerance).


One day, while chopping onions, Mama drops her
chopper while trying to wipe her tears away (at least she blames the onion but
I think now that she might have been regretting some major decisions). I look
up from my customised playpen and I see the point of a knife coming down at me
between my curious bright blue eyes. Mama screams to wake the dead ... but her
scream dies in her throat as the knife inexplicably lodges in mid-air an inch
from where my eyebrows meet. That’s when she runs through the door and out into
the wilderness and this is when I realize that Mr. Brick Shithouse isn’t
renting or squatting: Mama cannot see Mr. Brick Shithouse. She hadn’t
seen how he had materialized from the tea cupboard, jumped into my line of
fire, and winced a little as the knife lodged in his spine with a slice and
vague crunch.


I rejoice, ‘Mr. Brick!’


‘Hush now child...’ says Mr. Brick Shithouse, dislodging the knife
from the thoracic region of his spine and placing it back on the counter. ‘Yer
mama oughta be a lot more careful with her kitchen tools.’


‘Shit-House, that’s an interesting name. Mine is Moone. Shit-Moone’


Mr. Brick Shithouse growls a bear-guffaw and smooths down his
cheeks. I try to read what his eyelids say but I’m not fast enough. ‘No, it’s
Shithouse, rolls off the tongue, Muffin. I go by my stage-name Mr. Brick
Shithouse. I seem to have forgotten my real name somewhere along the way, p’rhaps
its part of my punishment.’


‘Why? Did you do something bad? Mama punishes me when I climb down
the steps of my caravan and wander out onto the road because she says we don’t
have life insurance. Papa, being a romantic, knows that I’m just a curious
child who wants to know what’s going on outside the two-tone. I’ve seen
different cities on a tatty old second-hand book Mama and Papa borrowed
long-term from a doctor’s waiting-room. Enough about me, why are you here?’


‘I, erm, I was a killer in my previous life in New Orleans. I...’ Mr.
Brick Shithouse struggles to find 


words for the
first time, ‘I brought down a couple of K.K.K’er’s dressed up in their
chicken-shit witches hats. Y’know who they were?’


‘They sell chicken?’


‘Three K’s, darlin’, not KFC.’


I addle my young mind for establishments and enterprises,
corporations that might have K.K.K. as an abbreviation. ‘Kaiser Killjoy’s
Kebabs?’


‘Close enough. When you’re older I recommend you go read your
history books and you’ll know all about the K.K.K. History books have the good and
the bad stories. I don’t want to sully your brittle l’it’l mind with the darker
side of man’s nature, Honey Bee. All I wanna say is that ole’ Brick killed two
cloaked members of the K.K.K in an attempt to save his own life.’ Pause. ‘I’m
an innocent man.’ ‘Three men were involved in the altercation and the three men
died.’ He briefly indicates to the scar circling the side of his head.


I can’t work out how Mr. Brick Shithouse is here with me if all
three men died. 


 


Mathematics
would never be my strong point, Reader, and it’s nothing to do with my
home-schooling or the jelly beans Papa used as a last-ditch abacus.


 


‘If the three
men died,’ I suggest in my simple child’s reasoning, ‘then that means you’re
dead.’


Mr. Brick strokes my hair. ‘I prefer undead.’


‘You’re a ghost? Wow!’ I know all about
ghosts from the waiting-room fairy-tale books Mama and Papa read to me.


‘Ghosts are spirits with unfinished business,’ sounds like bidness,
‘but I’m not gonna split hairs with you, Bunny. Guardian angels are offenders
from a previous life who come to redeem our poor souls by guardin’ the livin’
young. When the Judge sees fit, he will return our cursed souls and let us be
on our merry way but until then, I gotta watch your ass to watch my own black
ass. Oops, shouldn’t say that.’ He sniggers. ‘You’re on your own eight years
down the road.’


A sudden pang of loneliness fills me. ‘Don’t leave, Mr. Brick!’


My guardian angel laughs to himself. ‘Look at it as my parole. I’ll
be ‘round for a long time yet... I ain’t gonna forsake you, child. I’ll be
checkin’ in ev’ry now ‘n again.’


I ask him how he had gotten the horse-shoe scar. But all I have to
do is look into his stark ebony and ivory eyes to see the pain and now I
understand that the tattooed tears are a metaphor for my guardian angel’s
eternal sadness and a constant reminder of mistakes that were made. 


Mr. Brick Shithouse doesn’t answer my question but disappears down
the spout of the tea-pot.


I will never ask again...


*   *   *


Over the next few weeks, Mr Shithouse compensates for the lack of
decent childproof toys with a barrage of one-man shows for yours truly. He
comes from theatre-folk, see. Mr. Brick is a shadow-master and uses the
elements of dark and light. He casts shadows of light on the walls of the caravan
at night when Mama and Papa go to their wardrobe that folds down as a bedroom.
He builds me entire fairy-tales. Ironically and tragically, it was these same
elements that had gotten him killed back in the 1930’s in New Orleans: light
and dark. But Mr Shithouse assures me that those were different times on the
banks of the Mississippi.


 


BTW: at the beginning of this chapter I mentioned that ‘pirates’ was
something Mr. Brick and I played. I used to play pirates because Papa, being a
self-sufficient romantic, fashioned an eye-patch for me out of a discarded pair
of ear-muffs. His belief was that, by keeping the patch over my good eye, the
lazy-eye would have to wake up and take control of the situation. It worked.
















Pawns


 


Late one
afternoon, while parked up on the west coast, an argument breaks out over a
supper of tree-bark. It’s the first time that I begin to see chinks in Mama and
Papa’s relationship. Months on the road have taken a toll on Papa and I can see
it in the bags under his eyes.


‘We need money fast,’ says Papa ‘Our finances are in the gutter –
literally.’


‘We are all in the gutter, Willy, but some of us are looking at the
stars –’


‘Ah, bullshit!’ Papa snaps uncharacteristically. ‘Don’t start
quoting Wilde to me, woman. D’ya think Wilde was lying in the shit with his
pinstripe suit and lapel flower when he said that? It’s very easy to look at
the stars when you’re not in the gutter. We’ve only got enough diesel to last
the week – two weeks if we park up somewhere for a week. Pass me the salt, please,
this bark is tasteless.’


‘We can park up in some sunny spot to save heat expense but we have
to eat during that week.’


Papa raises his eyebrows at Mama. ‘Bark?’


‘I couldn’t find the right bark like we have in Bucharest.’


‘Oh I’m sick and tired of listening to you bang on about Bucha-effin-rest.
How ‘bout Give-it-a-rest!’


This is one of the cleverest things I’ve ever heard.


‘I saw a few farmyard chickens on our way up here. I can divert a
chicken out of its coup so we’re not technically stealing. You can pull its
neck ... and we’re out of salt, by the way.’


Papa places his rose-tinted glasses back onto the bridge of his nose
to blinker his world vision and soften the harsh blow of reality. ‘I’m not
pulling no chicken’s neck – you know I’m sensitive. How about pepper?’


Mama tuts. ‘Well you herd out the bastard chicken then and I’ll pull
its poxy fucking head right off! Pass me some bark...’ Mama clears her throat
and smiles a mechanical smile when she realizes that I’m also sitting at the
table.


I’m not sure what Papa says next because he’s got his hands
momentarily over my ears … then I hear Papa finish whatever he has just said, ‘
…may as well shove it up there cos it doesn’t see any other action these
days…!’


My gut instinct is that he’s talking about a thermometer.


‘You’re bang out of order, Willy!’ argues Mama across the chipboard
fold-up-down table. ‘And we’re out of bloody pepper!’


With trepidation, Willy poses the next question while making a point
of crunching some bark to show his appreciation: ‘What about our, um, emergency
savings?’ He bites his lip and it doesn’t taste half bad, so chews off another
harmless chunk.


Mama places her wad of bark on her plate and sniffs at the air, all
she-wolf. Without looking at Papa, she responds by saying, ‘How dare you,’
three octaves lower than the norm, ‘I’m Roma Gypsy. It’s our tradition and
culture to have gold teeth. It’s cheaper than regular fillings in Bucharest so why not? Besides, it can’t be stolen there.’


‘You told me that you’re keeping it there for a rainy day,’ Papa
answers back. ‘It’s a rainy day, Nicky.’


‘Don’t call me, Nicky.’


Papa leans over and kisses Mama on the forehead. ‘You know it makes
sense.’


An uncharacteristic silence looms in the caravan, save for the
crunch of bark. Even I’m put off my bark puree.


Papa cannot stand the silence anymore so wraps me up and carries me
outside to Mama’s protests. ‘She hasn’t finished her bark yet! She needs her
proteins!’ And then warbles off into Romanian.


We both look out across the Atlantic at the sinking sun. Papa tells
me that a day will come when tree-bark will be just for the squirrels. Even
though I’m just beginning my life, I feel that I will be here at the Cliffs of
Moher again some day…


*   *   *


Three weeks
later, we are in dire straits. It’s the 3rd of November 1975 and we
are visiting a grubby pawn shop on the outskirts of London (we have drifted
across the Irish Sea by hitching a ride on the back of a ferry to save fuel) to
see if we can offload some of Mama’s mouth-gold. She has given in after
one-too-many square meals a day – literally.


The bearded pawnbroker slaps on some white clinical rubber gloves
and studies Mama’s mouth with a gold monocle hanging from a chunky gold chain.
Papa looks as if this is the saddest event in his life. The clinical rubber
gloves make it all official. For Papa, it seems like the end of the world as
the hairy pawnbroker heaves and grunts in Mama’s mouth. Even from my buggy, I
see the tears fall from beyond Papa’s John Lennon glasses while he cups his
testicles like a lonely boy who’s just been given a severe groin-grinder of a
wedgie.


‘Uh-huh, hmm, I see, uh-huh...’ is all we get from the pawnbroker as
he delves inside Mama’s mouth while his eyes wander down the top of her gypsy
skirts. And who can blame him? Mama’s just got it, whereas I don’t have it, but
God has other plans for me. The toupee sitting on the pawnbroker’s head has
collected more dust than many of his curiosities and is more of a mat in every
way than the balding mats he is selling. ‘Mary!’ The pawnbroker calls,
frightening us all, including Mama who snaps her jaw shut on the monocle.
‘Mary, c’mere and get a look at this.’


A silver-haired woman with a pony-tail and a squint materializes
from behind a group of forlornly mannequins. Something tells me that she spends
a lot of time with the dummies. She flashes us a smile, fluffs my hair, and
dives into Mama’s agape mouth. ‘Oh, boy, bling! Bling!’ She enthusiastically
chugs her forearm as if she’s playing a one-arm bandit. ‘There’s gold in them
thar teeth! Melt it down, Ralphie, and make me a big mad wedding-ring.’ She
snaps her squint on Papa who recoils as an all-merciful bang of garlic assaults
his nasal hairs. ‘Thirty-one years here and he still hasn’t proposed.’ Garlic
wafts... ‘I may as well be one of those window dummies. He finds more solace in
those than he does in me.’


‘At least he doesn’t find solace in a blow-up doll…’ says Papa. My
ears prick at the word ‘doll’ but the last thing I want to see is another dirty
germ-ridden waiting-room-doll.


Ralph, the pawnbroker observes, ‘Just cos it’s dental-gold, Mary,
doesn’t make it jewellery-gold, dear. Mould and truffles belong to the same
family.’


Mama disputes something about the quality of Bucharest dental-gold
but it goes amiss because she’s got two fists and a monocle in her mouth.


‘I’ll give you two hundred sterling for your mouth,’ says Ralph the
pawnbroker, stripping off the white gloves and dropping them into a nearby
umbrella stand. 


Mama is ecstatic while Papa uncups himself with relief.


The glory on Mama’s face suddenly slips into terror as she realizes
that she cannot close her mouth. Her jaw has seized open. She screams ‘Gaw-Gaaaw!’



I understand because goo-goo-gaa-gaa comes second-nature to
me but, alas, I cannot act as an intermediary translator.


Papa squirms at the thought of clicking Mama’s head back into place
and secretly thanks Ralph who jumps into the driving-seat and gently does a
little foxtrot and Viennese Waltz with Mama’s jaw until it clicks into
position. ‘There you go my dear. I’ve given you the freedom of speech.’ Ralph
finds his joke more hilarious than anybody else.


Waggling her jaw back and forth, Mama responds, ‘Two-fifty...’


The pawnbroker thinks it over while stroking his beard. ‘How about
two hundred plus two items from the shop?’


Mama agrees and allows Papa to roam amongst the second-hand
curiosities and junk. It doesn’t take Papa long to pick out a clunking old
metal-detector and a fake beard made from real human hair according to the
pawnbroker which prompts me to study his own beard.   


Papa would choose a metal-detector, wouldn’t he, being a
romantic. The promise of finding beauty in the gutter is what draws Papa to the
gadget; the eternal promise of that sudden glint of something in the mud. The
purpose of the fake beard will go unknown to me for another few years. I don’t
think even Papa knows why he has bought the beard but he knows that he has
chosen it for a reason.


‘Maybe you’ll find yourself more gold,’ jokes the squinting lady,
then squinting at me, ‘looks like you’ve already got some right here.’


‘Unfortunately, she can’t be melted down,’ observes Mama in a tone
of voice much too honest for 


my liking. Mama
asks, ‘Do you have a toffee hammer?’ 


‘I don’t like toffee,’ answers the bearded pawnbroker, ‘bad for the
teeth! You of all people should know that.’


Everybody gets a good laugh out of this including the shop-window
mannequins. When the laughter dies away, Papa asks with a wince, ‘So how do you
plan to extract the teeth?’


We are quickly shown the door when Ralph and Mary discover that the
teeth are not dentures. Mama threatens the pawnbrokers with a hexing curse when
they demand the beard and metal-detector back. Being superstitious, they agree,
preferring to get us off their property.


As we head back across the street to the two-tone I hear Mary
screaming profanities at Ralph and something along the lines of the bitter fact
that he has “spent far too much time with second-hand objects.”  


 


Reader, almost
three years on the road have culminated in this pinnacle of embarrassment in my
short life. I will never forget the hungry man staring into Mama’s jaws for
fresh pickings. There was something apocalyptic about that whole pawnshop
situation: the scavenger scavenging on the scavengers. 


 


When we get into
the Hiace, Mama pulls a bowler-hat from her skirts. ‘Ya’ don’t think I was
coming away empty-handed do ya’?’ Mama flips the Charlie Chaplin hat up onto
her head and Papa roars with excited laughter as the Hiace belches and burps
away in a cloud of white smoke. Anything for a laugh these days…


*   *   *


Forlornly, we
take to the roads once again, slipping the Hiace into neutral on the
down-hills. On several occasions we run out of fuel and Papa has to go
sprinting to the closest petrol-station with his gallon-drum and pray that he
isn’t caught draining off some fuel. In search of fresher pickings, we travel
back to Ireland. 


In Galway city, while parked up on the pier, Papa has a revelation.
He executes a refined jig right there, embracing the sunset sinking down into
Galway Bay with his hands waving in the air, dancing ‘round faster and faster
till I wet my nappy with laughter and his John Lennon glasses come flying off
his head which is a metaphor for Papa’s all-but-brief  seeing of the light.


‘Tattoo!’ he rejoices. ‘That’s the answer!!’


Both Mama and I are confused, especially Mama. ‘Now is hardly the
time to be thinking about tattoos. It costs money to get a tattoo, Papa! Jesus,
will you concentrate.’ She checks her own ankle to make sure her snake, spider
and frog are still there. ‘One of the clan did mine but we’re not in Bucharest now, no, definitely not there now.’ 


‘The tattoo shop will pay me to get a tattoo!’


Papa’s got a faraway look in his eyes and Mama doesn’t care for it
all that much. She tries to push Papa over the pier and into the cold water of Galway
 Bay to bring him to his senses but Papa’s on fire now, dancing hard and fast.
He spins right up into a blurring devil dervish. Mama just bounces off him and
goes spiralling head-first into Galway Bay.


‘Come with me,’ is all Papa says, oblivious to Mama’s unannounced
flight-plan because he’s about to bring his romanticism to a whole new level.
Papa walks back in the direction of town with a spring in his step. Mama climbs
out of the bay, shakes off some seaweed, and grabs me in her arms and we follow
on. I’m a toddler by now but my walking ability is poor to say the least.


On St. Augustine Street, Papa stops outside a tattoo parlour called ‘Mog’s
Tattoos’ with an enormous black cat winding its way around the shop-front.
He takes off his duffle coat and shirt while Mama looks on, mortified at the
events unfolding before her. Me? I’m just curious as to the outcome. I’ve never
seen Mama embarrassed. She’s so taken aback that she begins to dance in the
street by default, breaking into a hip-swingin’ Bucharest number; anything to
detract the attention from Papa’s chest. Between Papa’s bare chest and Mama’s
wiggling hips, I’m confused ... it’s all happened within seconds.


Papa enters the den where we are confronted by a perfectly bald
individual with a tattooed wig. 


What’s the point? Though I do admire the intricacy of the work but
obviously not his own. The buzz of the tattoo guns is intense as two
other tattoo artists brand various customers of all classes and creeds.


Papa declares, ‘I want a tattoo.’


‘He’s on drugs,’ protests Mama. ‘Surely there’s a law against
tattooing people who are not in their full state of mind?’ asks Mama, still
dancing... ‘He’s drunk! Look at the state of him!’


‘Are you over eighteen?’ asks the bald tattoo artist. Somebody
should tattoo a smile onto his face.


Papa points to his back and belly. ‘You’re going to pay me to tattoo
myself.’


The tattoo artist sighs and looks at the door we just came in. ‘I’m
kinda busy so...’


Papa cuts in, ‘I’ll advertise your shop on my torso. You can’t get
more intense than that on the High Street. How about we get Mog’s Tattoos
across my tits and Mog can stretch from my belly, floating ribs, and across my
lumbar region and the tail can reach right down as far as my coccyx and curl
right upwards to my left scapula.’


Mama feels faint and grabs a chair out from under a customer getting
a tattoo of a spider’s web on his elbow. The customer drops to the floor and
the tattoo artist leaves a scrawl across the man’s arm which kind of works by
putting a spider on the end of the scrawl as if the spider has dropped from its
web. The customer is irate but takes one look at Mama and Papa and decides that
he’s dealing with an unknown quantity.


The tattoo artist loves Papa’s idea and his lips twitch to display
this. ‘How much?’


Papa answers, ‘I’m thinking 1K.’


‘A thousand?’


‘Yes, that’s what K means.’


The tattoo-man weighs up this figure carefully inside his
wig-tattooed head. ‘You’ll bill-board it up on the High Street?’


Papa nods.


‘What if it gets cold?’


‘Mog’s Tattoos will keep me warm.’


The owner of the tattoo parlour likes the cut of Papa’s jib. ‘Take a
seat...’


Mama refuses to take any more and leaps in front of Papa screaming,
‘I don’t even like cats! They’re smelly creatures that don’t give two hoots
about their owners!’ “...two-hoots...” sounds funny the way Mama says it in her
Romanian accent. ‘I won’t let you do it, Willy!’ She locks onto Papa, straddles
him, and smothers him in a gurgling side-winder of a kiss. They send ink and
tattoo guns falling from shelves while I, and everybody else, look on in mild
shock. 


Mama and Papa spend their last tenner on his ‘n hers tattoos,
pledging their undying love until their skin sags and their pledge drips but
that’s pledge right there. Papa gets ‘Nicky’ tattooed onto his left shoulder
while Mama gets ‘Willy’ tattooed to her left breast. Five letters each but the
tattoo-artist takes twice as long hunched over Mama’s breast. 


We leave Mog’s Tattoos on a high, but once we’ve gotten back
to the Hiace and caravan, Mama and Papa realize that they might’ve gotten a
little carried away in the moment. A sure indicator of this is that there’s no
food for me in the caravan. Nothing. 


‘We have absolutely nothing,’ Papa observes, ‘except our love for
one another.’


‘What’ll we feed the baby,’ asks Mama, ‘she’s part of the family
too.’


 


Things were
about to get a whole lot more shameful, Reader, and it’s at this point that you
may want to block your ears if you’re blind and cover your eyes if you’re deaf.
Those who are neither should just do both. Perhaps the following passages
should be omitted from a school syllabus.
















Somethin’ Fishy


 


‘Cabbage, dear,
can you stick in the sing-along tape.’


Papa has a funny feeling in his bladder and it isn’t the doughnut
and coffee we’ve just had. Papa insists on having a doughnut with his coffee
for breakfast at the nearest café. I love how he skewers the doughnut on one of
his little forks and dips it wholesale into his mug of coffee and leaves it
there until it turns soggy, leaving a smear across the café-owner’s counter ...
but he’s a romantic so such folly doesn’t preoccupy him. I know what you’re
thinking, doughnuts, right? One minute, Papa’s becoming a human bill-board and
the next we’re dunkin’ doughnuts. We’ve had a turn of luck, see... 


It’s the 14th February, 1981. I’m eight years old today
and travelling up front with Papa without a European regulation child’s seat.
Yes, fair enough, I’ve got my seat-belt on, but it’s riding so high that it’s
going to choke me long before Papa crashes the Hiace not that Papa drives fast
enough to crash – perhaps a wall will crash into us. Such are my fears as an
eight year-old. Mama, on the other hand, stays hidden in the back of the
caravan and we join her only at meal times. Once in a blue moon, Papa too
disappears into the caravan. What’s more, I have mentioned that I am an
exceptionally sensitive child and my internal GPS tells me that we are driving
around in circles. I know Papa has had to deal with his fair share of shit,
being a romantic, but driving around in circles when we are constantly eking
out funds for diesel-money seems crazy from my eight year-old reasoning. I’m
beginning to smell something fishy and it’s not the Hiace. This eternal
circle plays havoc with my internal compass and for the rest of my life I would
suffer intermittently from the severe impression that my life is going around
in circles.


What is Mama doing in the two-tone caravan while Papa trawls
country roads?? 


‘Val, Honey, the cassette-tape?’


Like I’ve already said, I’m celebrating my eighth birthday today and
there’s a crippling general strike running across Ireland. In another world,
there might be a connection between the two. The strike has been going on for a
fortnight now and Papa fears for civil war which explains the nervous
butterflies that have accumulated in the cab of the Hiace – Papa insists on
switching on the window-wipers but the butterflies are all in his head. We
apprehensively trawl the by-roads of western Ireland in our two-tone caravan
hitched to the back-end of our rust-coloured Hiace van that’s struggling these
days. The van broke down just last week. We didn’t have insurance yet a
mechanic arrived within half an hour and fixed our Hiace in return for an
unknown commodity. With filthy greasy hands, the mechanic climbs into the back
with Mama and we drive around in circles. I’ve seen this pattern once too
often. I have it down to a mathematical equation: man gets in … drive around
in circles … pull up at the same spot where man gets out. Just yesterday, I
put forward my mathematical theorem to Papa but he only nudged his rose-tinted
glasses further back on the bridge of his nose (a metaphor for the swaying
insecure bridge that is starting to exist between Papa and I for those of you
who are reading this on an educational syllabus) and twisted some dials on the
Hiace’s dashboard that had long been pulled from their sockets and he fidgeted
with a tie that he didn’t wear.


‘The goddamn tape, Cabbage! Look sharpish, dear.’


I notice the concern on Papa’s face as he guides us through
dangerous waters along the borders of Limerick and Kerry. ‘Union workers could
appear any moment from behind a gorse-bush and hold us up,’ Papa speaks to
nobody in specific, ‘aiming down both barrels of their picket signs. This
country is nothing but an arid land of outlaws, waiting for you to make a wrong
move. We live in an apocalyptic world, Cabbage, no, make that post-apocalyptic.
Now, the tape, let’s play Humpty-Dumpty to make it all go away.’ 


I’m so scared, not because I don’t know the difference between
apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic, but because Papa is acting
increasingly erratic. He has become gaunt with bloated-leeches-for-bags under
his eyes and a vitamin deficiency has created several tics about his person. I
no longer know if he’s nodding or shaking his head or winking or sniffing. The
poor man is all over the place, I mean, a real disgrace. He has aged
almost a year and if a child like me can see it then imagine what Mama can see,
not that she’s around much to see it. Papa’s hair no longer has that
devil-may-care attitude with long black curls, now it’s more a
devil-doesn’t-really-give-a-shit-anymore. Eight years of being on the road
hasn’t been kind to Papa. It has made him weary and paranoid though he remains
a romantic with idealistic views. When he’s feeling down, he powers up his
metal-detector and wanders off into the woods. I have come to know that
high-pitched beep as a sign that he needs to be alone and deal with his demons.
Look at it another way and it’s his life-support machine flat-line (for the
readers perusing these pages on an educational syllabus).


I rest my head on his shoulder.


He responds by patting me. ‘Don’t worry, Cabbage,’ he assures me,
‘neither your mama nor your papa officially works. What would a union want with
us?’ Papa has gone off into his own paranoid little world and I fear for his
sanity. ‘It’s not as if we could be hijacked any minute and strip-searched,’ he
says, his world-weary gaze staring mechanically ahead. I’d like to talk to Mama
about Papa’s metamorphosis but she’s in the back all day. 


I wish Papa a happy Valentine’s Day, knowing the true romantic that
he is, but as usual, he doesn’t respond. I decide to try a different tactic to learn
Mama’s activities by looking about the cab with a lost expression.


Having had lots of practice at charades and sign language, Papa
quickly understands.  ‘Mama’s in the back, love. Not being a smarty-pants or
nothing but where else would she be if she’s not up front with us?’ 


I’d give anything to have a friendly chat with Mr. Brick Shithouse
but I’m turning eight today and I remember Mr. Brick telling me that his
contract is up when I turn eight years old. I’m not sure if the eighth year is
inclusive in that contract and if it’s legally binding.


‘Dear, now how ‘bout finding that sing-along cassette in the glove
department,’ not taking his eyes off the road. ‘What’s wrong with you today?
You seem, I don’t know, distant.’ 


I want to tell him that it’s glove compartment not department –
that’s where gloves live in a shop. But more importantly, has Papa forgotten
that I’m only eight years old? How distant can I be?  


‘I can’t believe my little girl is eight years old today.’


No, he hasn’t forgotten.


‘What would you like for your birthday?’ I know by Papa’s tone that
he’s genuinely asking me because he had forgotten and doesn’t have a surprise
hidden away like some parents do.   


‘How ‘bout a pony?’


Really? I can’t believe it! He knows I’m blown away because I’m
speechless.


‘Just pick any one of those ponies.’ He gestures into a field of
ponies as we pass by and my heart sinks as I realize that he’s talking about
diverting one out of the paddock just like Mama diverts poultry from farmyards.
For a moment there I actually believe that Papa’s going to buy his
little girl a pony. Is it theft technically? When an animal collaborates and
allows itself to be redirected?


‘Cabbage, help me here; your birthday? What would you like that I
can find without too much bother?’


I would like you to answer me when I speak to you, Papa, I hear myself say. That’s all I want for my birthday. Just a
simple acknowledgement will do: a nod or a blink or a shake of the head that
isn’t just a tic. Tell me to go and jump in a dirty puddle if you don’t agree,
but please say something… I know you’ve got your demons but just ANSWER me when
I speak. Make me feel like I matter…


I think these very words as I watch him watch the road ahead until a
tic and a tear force him to blink. Being a romantic, Papa is given to bouts of
sobbing at the wheel. Existence just builds up on him now and again. I lean
over the gearstick and give him a peck on the cheek just to reassure him.
Sometimes I feel like the mommy who ran out on him because of his love of an
outcast. On my way back to my seat, I pop the gearstick up into second, jarring
the Hiace and jack-knifing the two-tone caravan. I’m sure I hear a yelling
scream coming from somewhere behind me in the depths of the caravan. I dismiss
it as the ghosts that whisper in my head. They’re getting louder these days.
It’s a natural thing and I don’t pay any more attention to it than the scream
of wind whistling through the hole in the van floor where I like to stuff
Mama’s empty cigarette packets or Papa’s Turkish Delight wrappers. It
gives me a sense of pride to know that we are leaving all that shit behind us
and moving forward.


Papa straightens up on the road and resumes our ring-road
experience. I fish out the cassette and stick it in the player and hope that it
doesn’t chew the tape again. How Much is that Doggy in the Window comes
at us through the crackling speaker with a wonky warble on every second verse.
It doesn’t deter Papa who lets down the window with a satisfactory grunt and a
heave, takes the steering wheel again, and raises the volume to max for fear of
nationwide revolution. ‘Doggy style!’ he declares with a smile like the
true romantic that he is. He lets the music drown out the cruel countryside and
our bust exhaust pipe. There will be no civil war while How Much is that
Doggy in the Window is playing. Papa’s mission is to make mercenaries and
bounty-hunters become aware that they were once children too in a candy-coated
world. The lyrics and music take Papa back to his childhood where everything
was bright and safe with a view of the bridge. ‘I wish this country was run by
children,’ he reminisces. 


Again, I wish Mama were here and gesture her absence. 


Papa sticks his index finger into his blown cheek and pops it along
with Pop Goes the Weasel. ‘She’s, eh, playing poker, y’know.’


I should ask if it’s regular or strip poker but at eight years old,
I don’t see the difference. Besides, why would Mama play with herself? And
isn’t this just the tip of the ice-berg...


‘We have to start charging travel expenses…’ says Papa, staring at
the wavering diesel needle. ‘We didn’t take this into consideration. At first
it seemed like a novelty...’


I frown.


‘Oh, sorry,’ Papa spotting my confusion, ‘I was just talking to
myself.’ 


A few seconds further down the road, Papa grudgingly mumbles
something about “parking up the caravan the next time”. He indicates left and
pulls our juggernaut onto the right side of the non-descript secluded road next
to a lone parked car but not non-descript enough to know that we were on the
same road half an hour ago. Of course we were. We’ve been going around in
circles, listening to the lyrics of Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious. 


Papa adds, ‘I bet Mary Poppins would put a stop to this country’s
shenanigans...’


 


Reader, is it any
wonder that I spoke with spirits from a tender age? I was an only child that
craved normality but didn’t know what it was so didn’t crave it. Now, in
hindsight, I thank the powers-that-be that I had no idea what life was like
outside the walls of our coffee ‘n cream caravan. It was my Berlin Wall. I had
accepted that my life on the road was the same as any other child’s routine.
How wrong I was, Reader, as you are about to find out. 


 


There’s silence
for a moment after we pull up. Some rooting around vibrates through the ball-hitch
of the two-tone and wobbles the Hiace a tad before I see Mama’s distorted
reflection approaching several times in the Hiace’s broken side-mirror. 


An omen or metaphor? 


She’s fixing her top and tying her long luscious hair up under her
head-scarf. Papa pretends to see nothing through his John Lennon specs but
raises the volume on  Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious to the max in
some strange protest. A red-jowled man gets out of the caravan behind Mama and
he too tucks himself in. What have they been doing? Mama and the man exchange
brief words and the man holds Mama’s hand but it isn’t an adult hand-shake,
there’s more to it than that. He holds her hands in his own like a prince would
hold a princess’s hand only I don’t ever recall the prince slipping a fifty
into the princess’s cleavage in any of my doctor’s waiting-room fairy-tale
books. Papa grows apprehensive and checks his cracked rear-view mirrors for
oncoming traffic. He’s a real jittering mess. ‘Quick, c’mon, c’mon…’ he
mutters to Mama. ‘This isn’t a goddamn book-club, Nicky. C’mon…’


Mama climbs in next to me while the stranger opens the boot of the
parked car and takes out a picket sign. I just have time to read it before we
pull away: Black Money Prostitutes the Country!


Mama hands over the fifty to Papa. ‘Diesel money…’


‘Yeah, I was meaning to talk to you about that…’


Mama doesn’t give Papa time to finish. She reaches across and pulls
him into her face. They exchange a longing desperate kiss with me, piggy in the
middle, having a clear view of their frenetic tongues darting voraciously into
one another’s mouths like a couple of mating eels. Is this normal? I don’t have
time to think as I take the wheel and quickly pull to the right and swerve out
of the way of a group of strikers. 


Mama moans, ‘Do you like smelling another man’s after-shave on me,
Willy?’


‘You know how I feel about Old Spice,’ flashing me a look,
‘but we need to talk about our fuel economy.’ Papa straightens up and drags our
home back onto the road and raises the volume on Baa, Baa, Black Sheep.
Metaphor?


Suddenly, Mr. Brick Shithouse is sitting on our bumper like a
demented lesbian mermaid in drag with a ‘fro. ‘What’s going on?’ I ask Mr.
Brick. 


‘Hush now, Buttercup,’ he yells back to be heard. I’ve taken the
guardian’s code of conduct, see, but what I will tell you is this: yer mama’s
got loose morals, Sugar. I can’t say much more than that...’


‘What?’ I cannot hear him over Baa Baa Black Sheep.


‘Now, my pretty, it is time for ole Brick to say goodbye for now.
You are eight years old, Honey Bee, and as your guardian, I no longer need to
hang around so much.’


I protest the small print of the contract, ‘But eight years
inclusive...!!’


‘Buttercup, the Judge himself has given me some leniency on ‘count
of good behaviour and model guardianship. Ole’ Brick’s been watchin’ himself
real good. But don’t fret...’


I am fretting. Fretting big-time...


‘I will be here if you really need me but consider that ole’ Brick
might be gone fishin’ for river-crabs in the Mississippi for his retirement. Goodbye,
my little Cabbage!’


We enter a fly-over tunnel and Mr. Brick’s gone when we come out the
other side. 


I’m so confused. I tell Mama and Papa about my confusion but they
misread the situation and simply pat me. Their smiles are beginning to look
strained and, for the life of me, I can’t understand why they look at me with
such pity and worry even though business is booming which I will get to in the
next chapter… 


We drive slowly, guiding the Hiace van through country roads with
all the essence of an ice-cream van while Papa loses himself in the verse and
lyrics to Humpty Dumpty. But ice-cream isn’t on the menu today though it
is heating up in the back of the caravan, hint, hint.


Let’s just say, Mama and Papa have taken self-sufficiency to
extremes.


My dear God, what perversions, Reader.
















The Swingin’ Merry-Go-Round


 


Reader, a word
of warning: for the sensitive among you, perhaps it’s best to avoid this
chapter wholesale due to its sexually explicit nature and I certainly recommend
deleting this section of my life from any school syllabi. Maybe second and
third-level education will get away with it being what teenagers are today with
their sick and twisted minds – I mean that in a progressive sense. 


 


The night
following the end of the nationwide strike (it had lasted a week before workers
got tired of it and realized that they were clocking up holiday hours), I’m
sitting in the cab of the Hiace, all alone, listening to the Little Red
Riding Hood cassette tape again and Little Red Riding Hood (does she have a
name?) is banging on to the squatting wolf in her grandma’s bed. For some
obscure reason, call it intuition, I subconsciously associate Mama’s bed with
grandma’s bed and the unexpected to be found there. Little Red Riding Hood
inspires me to settle the innuendos once and for all. There’s nothing worse
than being cooped-up in a tiny two-tone coffee ‘n cream caravan with suspicious
minds and I think Elvis himself actually addressed this very topic. I swop to
Mary Poppins to still my curiousness, but these days I’m willing Mary Poppins’
to a grizzly death, wishing her damn umbrella would snag on a cloud and drop
her from an atrocious height, screaming SupercalifragilisticexpialidociOOOOOUS!!!
one last time before being pronounced scrambled egg on the streets below…


 Angry now and high on Mary Poppins’ death, I stealthily slide from
the Hiace while the ghosts in my head tell me to get back in the Hiace and lock
the doors. But I’ve had enough. I tip-toe to the caravan door and open it...


And walk in on obscenity itself...


Thankfully, my young mind cannot fully process what lays splayed
before me. The spectacle confuses me. All I know is that we don’t have a game
of Twister yet Mama, Papa, and a stranger are playing it.


‘Mama!’ I explode, ‘I can’t deal with the lies and innuendos any
longer!!!’ 


And then I use the line about being born under a head of cabbage but
not being wet behind the ears which is quite a potent line considering
circumstances, so powerful that Papa faints right there, cracking one of the
lenses of his John Lennon specs and collapsing from the
fold-up-down-sofa-bed-living-room-table-living-room-caravan.


Mama screams. ‘She speaks!!’


‘In a perfect New Orleans accent...’ Papa gropes for more words but
collapses wholesale.   


Mama howls hysterically and tries to clamber out the window but it’s
been boarded-up since that petrol-station worker flung a rock through it as we
made a getaway without paying for our diesel. She bawls a long lamenting prayer
and crosses herself several times. I grow self-conscious and check myself in
the little mirror underneath Mama’s Jesus-on-a-crucifix. 


Mama throws her arms to the heavens.     


‘Cabbage, my love! You can speak!! It’s a miracle!!’


‘Huh?’ I look at Papa for a clue as to what the hell is going on but
Papa is out cold on the floor with his jeans down around his ankles and the man
has no dignity left. Maybe the rules have changed on Twister.


And then it hits me: I have been speaking with the dead in my head
all along! My whole life has been one big game of charades (draws parallels
with Mama and Papa’s first six months together, students) and now I understand
why Mama and Papa looked at me with pitying bemused smiles and mostly patted me
when I made a wry or witty observation: ‘Mr. Brick Shithouse is a dead black
magician show-man from 1871 and a K.K.K killer in self-defence of his colour
and creed with a blooming smile and deep water-wells for eyes with a horse-shoe
scar on the side of his head and who lives behind the tea-bags…’ Pat on the
head, followed by ‘Of course, dear, now finish your bark…’ 


Mr. Brick Shithouse is a ghost and I’ve been communicating with him
without ever actually speaking aloud since my toddling days! I’m eight years
old and I haven’t spoken a single word since my birth in that lonely cabbage-patch!



 


Reader, I have
included a variety of exclamation marks here to help get across my utter
astonishment at this revelation. For almost nine years, ghosts were speaking to
me, fluidly and on a daily basis – but in my mind – only in my mind, Reader. I
was Mama’s and Papa’s mute puppy-dog for eight years, looking up at them with
big inquisitive eyes (one lazy for two years) that spoke heartfelt volumes but
nothing coming from my twitching whiskers and lips. I am that little chimp-boy
who was found in the jungle and who communicated by using nothing more than
grunts and screeches. The chimps understand him but humans cannot grasp the
local dialect. My local dialect is spirit-jargon. Don’t get me wrong, Reader,
I’m not saying that I was dismissed as a child, I can’t blame my parents for my
outward muteness but I do hold them responsible for the skulduggery,
shenanigans, tomfoolery, and douchebaggery that went on behind my back,
literally, while I sat up-front in the Hiace listening to whatever Papa could
find in the glove ‘department’. How could I have been so bloody naive? And when
the stereo eventually gave out, Papa resorted to taking the Hiace through the
local car-wash just to keep me entertained. It would also help drown out the
particularly vocal clients that Mama was entertaining. Papa took the Hiace van
through the brushes three or sometimes four times a week with an element of
desperation each time. BTW, can I just say that there was something magical
about going through the brushes of the local car-wash. Despite leaving bits of
side-mirrors, aerials, and paint behind us, I was left with the feeling of a
dawning of a new age as the brushes opened out before us and we passed into a
bright, clean, shiny world and not the one of decay behind the carwash stall.
It was Papa who had instilled this into me from an impressionable age. Of
course, it was magical until we found out that the car-wash was set up for a
single vehicle. We left chunks of the caravan in the car-wash during those
first few outings. After that, Papa devised a way to get both van and caravan
cleaned by using some death-defying angle-work, ever the virtuous romantic.


 


‘Yes,’ I smile,
answering Mama’s accusation of my ability to speak with a strong New Orleans
lilt. ‘I can speak but can I speak to you in private?’


Mama frowns. ‘You’re bang out of order, Cabbage, it’s just Willy.
He’s your papa and we don’t keep secrets from our mamas and papas.’ Mama
glances at the stranger sitting between her and Papa, with his hand up her top,
shamefully kneading Mama’s hooters like he’s rolling a thick pizza base. Of
course, being young and naive, I don’t understand the full extent of this
strange hands-on approach, especially as Mama and Papa pass it off as
alternative Eastern medicine. This is how far Mama and Papa have sunk into the
sucking sleazy mire of the merry-go-round we commandeer around these islands
out on the west of Europe. 


Papa comes to his senses and just sits on the floor in a daze,
taking it all in. ‘Don’t look at the gentleman like that, Cabbage,’ he advises,
‘he’s, um, a physiotherapist,’ not meeting my gaze. ‘If you have a pain you
must tell the physiotherapist. Mama’s got a pain in her, um…’


Mama moans, ‘Spare ribs.’ 


‘Hello there, little man,’ says the stranger searching for something
in Mama’s blouse while Papa just looks on: romantic or retarded? 


I’m cabbage-ugly and Mama using the salad-bowl to cut my hair only
adds fuel to the fire. I don’t contradict our guest, why bother.


‘Oh, you silly thing, Nicky, that’s just when we’re eating them;
they’re not spare,’ clarifies Papa. ‘Nicolasia learned the English language in
three months but she still gets confused sometimes.’ Papa speaks for the
benefit of piggy in the middle. ‘Ahem, by the way, Cabbage, darling, you have
the most beautiful voice.’


I dismiss Papa. They’re trying to pull a fast one. ‘I remember what
Mr. Brick Shithouse said on the bonnet of our van…’


Papa warns, ‘Watch your language, Cabbage,’ getting to his feet and
pulling up his fly.


‘Who?’ Mama is being degraded to pizza-base category by the stranger
but doesn’t seem to know what’s going on. I think the sound of my sweet voice
has numbed her.


I announce, ‘Mr. Brick Shithouse said that Mama’s got loose ...
loose molars.’


A collective frown comes back at me from the single sofa-perch. Mama
gasps and takes her tongue from the stranger’s mouth and rolls it over her
gold-encrusted molars, blinking profusely as she counts. ‘Thank Christ for
that,’ she sighs. ‘You can tell your friend that he or she – Shithouse? –
shouldn’t comment on other people’s mouths if they haven’t bothered to look.’
She gasps. ‘For a minute there, I thought that perverted pawnbroker had come
back in the night.’


‘Cabbage,’ Papa interrupts, ‘maybe you mean … loose morals?’
flashing a concerned glance at Mama, ‘just a wild guess in the dark. Is that
what you mean, Cabbage?’ 


‘Yes!’ I exclaim. ‘Mr. Brick said that just as we went through the
tunnel and I only heard half of what he’d said.’


‘Excuse me?’ Now the stranger’s getting in on it. ‘What was Mr. Shithouse
doing on the bonnet of your van while going through a tunnel? That’s...’ and he
starts reaming off the law that Mr. Brick Shithouse broke under
section-something of article-something-else. ‘Was it a fly-over or an actual
tunnel?’


‘She’s got an overactive imagination,’ Papa clarifies for the
stranger, simultaneously clocking that their client is a member of the police,
‘she’s overflowing with it.’ Sweating now. ‘Maybe some school education would
calm her mind down and get her thinking about stuff that actually matters like
quadratic equations and the Napoleonic Era.’


I plead with Mama. ‘Please send that poor devil about his business.’



My wayward parents take my words to heart and send their client on
his way, lighter in the pocket. They’d finished anyway, the half hour was up
and Mama made that clear by gesturing a thumb at the door. There’s something
terminal about the way she shows our guest the door yet they agree in hushed
tones that they – Mama – would be open for business the same time next week and
that the broken indicator-light on the van could be overlooked. 


But something had changed in Mama. She looks ashamed if anything.
Maybe it’s because her eight year-old daughter has just stepped in on her
bordello affairs? Just a hunch…


 
















 


Reflections on the Caravan of Love


 


Reader, I didn’t
know then that we were commandeering a mobile whore-house – probably the first
of its kind in the world – and I was an unwitting accessory. But I must admit
that I’m kind of proud of their sheer inventiveness. They really had something
going there for a while and it was all profit with little or no investment.
Reader, Mama never showed her tits in public again – only an occasional flash
while washing in the river. It was clear that my unannounced arrival into her sordid
den had gotten her thinking about her morals and molars. Mama declared nothing
to the tax-man but the ample bosom she so lovingly shared with the general
public for a small donation. Anybody could see that she was sex-on-legs (still
is, though her legs aren’t as sturdy as they were) and she took that to heart.
Mama and Papa availed of Mama’s sultry nature but nobody could say that they
were dishonest. “You pay for what you get” was Mama’s motto during her whoring
months, “Go big or go home” was another one. I’ve no reason to doubt her.
Reader, I would like to go public and admit that Mama prostituted herself for
the good of the family. She never actually admitted that but I’m doing it for
her now. True, Mama took to her new profession like a duck to water, utilizing
and incorporating skills she had learned as an extra on the underground porn circuit
in Bucharest or was it Budapest? Mama’s belief system only permitted other men
from her Romani clan to see her unclad. If her mama (my grandmother, the White Witch,
who I will never meet) found out she would’ve hung her out to dry on the bushes
with the rest of the underwear. At that time, Mama ached to be seen naked by
men (and can you blame her?). In my teen years and up till about a few months
ago, I also ached to be seen by men and regularly flashed them and scampered
before they had time to react. I always denied the charges. Like I’ve said a
hundred times in this autobiographical account, unless you’ve been born under a
head of cabbage you cannot possibly understand. I don’t know if Papa had any
say in the matter because, by this time, Papa was just a passenger in the
Hiace: metaphor for being a passenger in his own life? Of course, Papa, Willy
Moone, being an open-minded romantic, went along with the idea of his wife
selling her sensuous body and sometimes joined in the ménage-a-trois (French
for three’s-a-crowd) caravan romp to take advantage of a desperate situation …
plus the Superser was constantly out of gas and nights are lonely in the
desert. He did this because it was the ultimate in self-sufficiency. What could
be more self-sufficient than being sufficient with the self? Mama didn’t need
any tools or raw materials. Her body was her temple and she offered it up for a
small donation as with every religious domain. They were in a self-sufficient
open relationship with the road and it brought Papa’s existentialist
romanticism to new heights. 


“The tragedy,” Papa told me in later years as an adult, “was that we
found it difficult to sleep with each other, unless through the medium of a
paying client. The fun had gone out of our marriage and we became addicted to
threesomes, foursomes, and wholesale hellish gang-bangs that played havoc with
the two-tone’s suspension system and the suspension of our marriage. We were
out of control. We were high on sex while you, Cabbage, listened to Three
Blind Mice.” 


Papa also told me that, towards the end of this fiasco, he even
considered saving up some money and paying Nicolasia to be with him for a
night. Yes, sure, prostitution is supposedly the oldest trade in the world but
who needs fair-trade when you’ve got the market cornered in your own caravan?


In a way, Reader, we were the three blind mice.  Papa wants
you to know that they did it for the love of the family, heavy on the love
of the family (and almost never did a point come when they began to
enjoy it). At this juncture of my life, I have to ask myself if Papa was an
enlightened romantic or a moron. 


But for now, Reader, I’m slipping back in time and seeing the world
once again through a nine year-old’s’ 50/50 vision because I was a sharp child
and refused to have the wool pulled over my eyes. Mama’s about to take matters
into her own hands which really is saying something considering her previous
incarnation as a travelling fun-fair-attraction ‘enjoy the ride’ hooker (does
that make Papa a travelling pimp?).
















Home-Schoolin’


 


Mama goes
temporarily nuts on Pancake Tuesday in the year of our Lord, 1983. 


 The generator has broken down again and we are stuffing pancakes
into our faces by candle-light in the Mendip Hills of Somerset, England. Few
words pass between us, only the crackling of the fire Mama has prepared by
rubbing two sticks together with some firelighters and her clicking jaw – it
hasn’t been right since the unfortunate trip to the pawn-shop. The silence is
horrible so Papa starts a romantic idle whistle.


‘Shut up ‘n eat your pancakes that I had to threaten a man and his
family for.’


Things are at an all-time low. Mama’s increasingly annoyed by Papa’s
every movement while he’s becoming more and more elusive, like a shy animal
being driven further back into the Amazon while loggers (Mama) destroy his
home. Speaking of the jungle, Papa had gone out into the woods to hunt for
fresh meat but ended up missing for almost two days on one of his romantic
wanderings. Mama suspected that hunting had never been on his agenda because
the metal-detector was missing and it doesn’t detect meat. Mama decided that we
hunt down pancakes instead, being Pancake Tuesday. We had bummed flour and eggs
from a farmer with a spirit-shattering stutter. ‘Guh-Guh-Go on about yer
buh-buh-business! Cuh-Cuh-Cuh-lear Aw-Off! Guh-Guh-Gypsies!!’


Mama warned, ‘Goo-Goo, Gaa-Gaa!’ in the Romani mother-tongue. ‘How
dare you! Give us the ingredients for the goddamn pancakes or I will cast a
gypsy curse down upon thee in a hail of shit-fire! You, your hick family, and
sickly livestock will bear my wrath! You’re no match for my powers…!’ 


All this over pancakes... 


 


Reader, lack of
money drove Mama to experiencing delusions of grandeur that came in the form of
gypsy-terrorism by using superstition over the settled congregation. It still
amazes me today how many people fall for the old ‘evil eye’ curse and it is
something Mama would fall back on when nothing else worked in later years. 


 


The farmer also
throws in some fresh lemon juice but Mama, being a snob, insisted that he give
us one of those plastic Jif lemons with ready-juice inside; all this just to
prove her supernatural powers. Deep down, I think Mama was sour as lemon juice
that her own mama had disowned her once she knew that I was the bitch-child of
a ‘settled civilian’. Mama declares at the farmer’s porch: ‘I’ve decided to
give up being nice for lent cos being nice gets you nowhere. Now, hand over the
fucking flour.’


I can’t help but notice the fire in Papa’s eyes. Something of the
old gypsy he had fallen off his post-bicycle for was rekindled during her idle
farmer threat. BTW, the farmer threw in a three-legged mongrel bitch to sweeten
the deal. Mama refused the abandoned dog but Papa insisted that it was “a good
omen.” These choice words convinced Mama to bring the bitch with us.


‘Cabbage,’ says Mama with a mouthful of pancake, ‘might be a good
idea to get your homework out of the way after supper.’


I look at her with a frown. ‘I didn’t get homework, Mama.’ 


‘Why didn’t your teacher give you homework? Jump in the mobile-home.
Come now, run along, you can finish your pancakes next Pancake Tuesday.’


‘I wasn’t at school to get homework, duh!’ I’m ten years old and
have a real lip on me. I directly blame my bold new rebellious attitude on my
unorthodox upbringing. It’s my way of getting revenge on Mama and Papa for
taking their self-sufficiency to new dimensions. I’m beginning to lose my New
 Orleans accent to a pseudo-English one with a tint of Limerick from Papa’s
side and Romanian-English on Mama’s side. 


 


Reader, to this
day, I don’t have a word of Romanian. 


 


‘And it’s a
caravan. Papa, tell her.’ 


But Papa’s studying the majesty of the far-off lights of Bristol
city. ‘Hmm?’


Mama probes, ‘Why didn’t you go to school today?’


‘It’s Tuesday.’


‘Yes, Cabbage, school is a five-day week institution and Pancake
Tuesday is no different. Bang out of order…’ 


‘For now…’ jokes Papa. ‘At the rate Europe’s going...’


‘You shut your mouth and eat your goddamn pancakes. You were s’posed
to catch fresh meat.’


‘Ten-pound steaks and pork fillets don’t run around the woods,
Nicky.’


Mama blinks and shivers. ‘Wait,’ now she’s got me in her steely
sights, ‘you weren’t at school all week?’


I shake my head. ‘There’s no pulling wool over your eyes.’ Again,
more lip for my wayward Mama.


By now, pancakes are burning in the old frying pan Papa had
fashioned from an older frying pan. The smoke has begun to rise into the
skyline and anybody happening to be passing the Mendip Hills now would see the
ominous smoke back-lit by the stars. 


 


Another bridge
metaphor for the school syllabus that is normally bought in bulk? Yes. Now I
can say that, without doubt, my bridges have begun to burn with Mama who is on
the verge of mocking the dead for a living. I will speak of this debauchery a
little further down, Reader.


 


‘Or last week…’
I add, each nail being driven into Mama’s hands and feet.


Mama drops her pancake and Gypsy, our new three-legged cataract
bitch mongrel, quickly gobbles it down and hobbles off to her cosy spot beneath
the caravan with her seven parish pups clambering for a suckle on her swinging
teats.


Mama suddenly lets out a blood-curdling scream that literally
curdles my blood and echoes out across the Mendips in a long haunting wail. 


Gypsy starts to howl from the axle of the two-tone and Papa’s
glasses slip down the growing bridge of his nose. A flock of rooks caw and
arise in formation from the woods, black on black in the night-sky.


‘School! We forgot to send our only child to school, Willy!!’


Mama and Papa had gotten so distracted with their lewd business
venture that they completely overlooked my schooling. By default, I do the
same. Mama leaps into the air, ‘Let’s go!’ She dances on the fire to put it out
but the hem of her skirts catch fire and she spins in fiery circles around the
side of the Mendips. Papa chases her and throws a bucket of water over her.
Only the second bucket actually finds the flames. Mama catches our pancakes and
launches them over the Mendip Hills like clay pigeons while Papa complains that
she could’ve given the pancakes to Gypsy. 


‘Let’s go!’ she orders, pulling out Gypsy by the front leg that is
missing while the mongrel struggles to swallow the discarded pancakes that she
had verbally threatened for. 


Papa’s running around in circles, still holding the bucket. ‘What
about the pups?’ 


‘They’ll fend for themselves!’


I start crying to add to the chaos.


Papa argues, ‘But they’re only a week old!’


We’ve been parked up in the Mendips for a week. Gypsy had them on
arrival.


Papa shouts and scoops them up into his donkey jacket, ‘We can’t
leave ‘em!’ and unloads them with Gypsy under the fold-up table. He speaks to
them individually as he lays them next to their mother, being the romantic that
he is, preparing them for their maiden voyage to God knows where. 


*   *   *


We park up
outside the first primary school we come to in the seaside town of
Weston-Super-Mare, Somerset. It’s three a.m. but Mama insists that I’ll get a
place if we’re first in the queue so we camp outside the school-gates. 


The following morning I’m standing at the gates with a cow-lick in
my hair, done by an actual cow cos we’d slept in a barn that was warmer than
the two-tone. Other children line up at the gates behind me but I’m first when
the headmaster opens the gates. 


Mama, Papa, and I follow the headmaster to his office where Mama
makes the case that I should be entitled to a place seen as I was first in
queue.


‘This isn’t a first come first served institution,’ explains the
headmaster, chewing hungrily on the 


frame of his glasses. ‘We’re in the middle of the school-term. If
you wish to send your child to this 


school then you’ll have to wait till the new term and complete the
relevant paperwork.’


‘It’s nothing to do with paperwork,’ Mama protests, ‘it’s cos I’m
Romani and she’s half-gypsy. And him,’ throwing a thumb at Papa, ‘well, I dunno
what he is anymore...’


Papa gulps audibly and turns away apologetically.


‘You’re a racist. I’ll cast a black curse on you!’


‘No, I’m a realist.’ The headmaster speaks like a headmaster
and smiles at Mama. His eyes leave her face momentarily and clock her cleavage.
‘Or maybe there is something that I could do for you...?’


Papa’s sudden expression says that he cannot believe what he’s just
heard. ‘What the fuck...?’


Mama asks, ‘What have you got in mind?’ already knowing what the
headmaster has in mind. She giggles like a jam-tart but I’ve got no idea how
far she is willing to go with this.


‘They don’t call me the headmaster for nothing,’ sneers the
headmaster, flashing a too-friendly smile at Papa. ‘I know who you are...’


Mama turns pale.


‘I’ve seen you in those, um, home-movies.’


Mama suddenly takes on the look of a naughty child who has been up to
no-good in the tool shed. ‘I was just an extra...’


‘Yes, and that makes a threesome…’ 


DOOSH!!


No sooner has the headmaster uttered “threesome” when a head comes
at him at high speed. Without hesitation, Papa approaches the headmaster and
head-butts the man. The headmaster’s glasses fly across his office and strike a
globe of the world that spins on its axis until it stops on, of all the places
in the world, New Orleans. Mr. Brick had showed it to me enough times to know. 


‘Nobody takes advantage of us, just cos we’re down on our luck!’ 


Mama weeps and looks adoringly on Papa. I can’t remember the last
time she has looked at him like this because I was too young to remember – no,
wait, at the tattoo parlour back in Galway city, Ireland.


Papa pulls us out of the sleazy den.


*   *   *


Over the next
few weeks, we gradually make our way back to Ireland from England, stopping at
every school along the way and being first in the queue for school in the
morning. Mama smuggles me into various schools and sits me down in a classroom
to blend in but it’s a waste of time; we have become the destitute holy family
looking for a vacant class-room for the night. On one occasion, Mama and Papa
sneak me into a blind school in Kilkenny because they think I will go unnoticed.
It works but I get expelled for striking several blind children because they
keep bumping into me in the school-yard and lacing my shins with their
telescopic sticks. I feel ashamed about this but there’s only so much
bumping-into-me that I can tolerate. After a while, I begin to feel that I’m
invisible.


 


Get used to it, Cabbage, you’ll be a ghost some day…


 


Another time, in
Kildare, Mama and Papa gate-crash a deaf school where, funnily enough, I feel
quite at home having communicated most of my life in self-invented
sign-language due to my muteness. Running parallel with that is my Mama’s and
Papa’s early days where they too openly engaged in communicating with their
bodies (which unfortunately they took to new heights in the caravan of love).
Stick that in your pipe ‘n smoke it. A week later I’m expelled from that school
also because their sign-language jarred with my self-invented one.


One night, not too far from the coast where Papa had once bought the
two-tone and witnessed its previous owner, Peacock Man, taking a dive over the
cliffs Papa wakes in the middle of the night, rejoicing: ‘I’ve just had an
epiphany!’


‘Well go outside if it’s something you ate,’ answers Mama in
frustrated motherly tones.


‘Home-schooling!’ Papa announces, causing the dogs to start barking.
‘We would be completely self-sufficient and we’d make sure that Cabbage has a
higher level than conventional schools by the time university comes around.
Cabbage? Cabbage!’


Papa shakes me awake (I sleep between them in the same bed these
nights). ‘You’re going to be a neurosurgeon!’


*   *   *


My path to
neurosurgery begins with jelly-beans and M&Ms. Over the next few intense
days Mama and Papa try to catch up on my academic work, cramming 6 lost years
into six days of hardcore home-schooling. They quickly resort to jelly-beans
for equations such as E=MC (my parents aren’t sure how to add the ‘squared’
part so leave it out) and M&Ms for quadratic equations but I have a soft
spot for M&Ms and the solutions always turn out wrong by a negative quantity
and a positive quantity in my gut. Being a romantic, Papa is determined to
home-school me. It’s a romantic vision that he has but there is nothing
romantic when it comes to quadratic equations, no matter how many M&Ms he
substitutes for numbers and letters. Besides, using M&Ms isn’t a good idea
because I confuse these M’s with the M’s in the mathematical theories. Papa
even makes an abacus from wire and a few pieces of wood he fashions from the
branch of a majestic horse-chestnut tree which does rub off on the abacus and
gives it a stately quality. Mama’s necklaces provide the beads. The venture is
wholesale disaster because I can’t get over the fact that the beads are
representing numbers. Mama’s exotic beads fascinate me, their different hues,
cries, colours, and textures. The same happens when Papa gives me such
questions as: 


‘Train A Leaves Limerick city for Dublin at 1.30 pm and travels at
75mph while Train B leaves Dublin for Limerick at the same time on the same
rail. What time will the trains collide?’ 


I think about the equation but quickly ponder the unwitting
travellers on both trains and if they have spoken to their loved ones recently.
I become saddened by the fact that nobody knows when they are about to say
goodbye until it’s too late – and then people are contacting people like me who
speak with the dead. Who needs Train A and Train B when you’ve got love? I
guess that’s Papa breaking out in me. Papa’s equations bring a tear to my eye
and I cannot concentrate as the beads, smarties, jelly-beans, M&M’s,
pebbles, match-sticks, fluff, and whatever else Papa can find in his pockets
(money is a minus quantity) grow washy. Papa has no inclination for numbers but
does have a natural bent towards the English language. It isn’t long before I’m
reading road-signs and addresses as Papa did before me when he was a postman in
 Limerick city. I’m starting to dream of the day when I can read the
destination on a bus, any destination that will take me away from this
claustrophobic caravan. Seeing that Papa’s figurines don’t work, Mama resorts
to chickens to help with my sums… 


‘How many chickens do I have now?


‘Three…’


She man-handles the bird into the fork of her legs and wrings the
bird’s neck rugby-tackle style. ‘Now how many?’


Between sobs, ‘Two?’


‘Correct!’ Mama rejoices and snuffs out another farmyard bird with
the closest rock she can find. Crack! ‘H-How many?’ panting and excited
that she sees results…


‘One?’


Again, she reaches for the last petrified chicken and it knows its
time is near. Mama enjoys these lessons more than I. But it has to be said that
we were killing more than two birds with the one stone.    


Having mastered mathematics, we contemplate the sticky subject of
sex education. But we’ve already covered that chapter, haven’t we, hmm? In up-in-your-face
detail. We never reach the safe sex chapter, of course we don’t.
















Sinister Goings-On


 


Papa has started
disappearing in the evenings. He leaves after supper and comes back two hours
later for the 9 o’clock news (if the clothes-hanger is twisted in the
right direction). He doesn’t go far, just gets into the back of the Hiace and
insists that Mama lock him in. It’s all very sinister and to make it even
odder, Mama is going along with it and treats the locking-in process with a
business-like attitude that really makes me nervous. I’m forbidden to go near
the Hiace during the hours of 7pm and 9pm. Papa has the back of the Hiace
sectioned off from the cab so I can’t see in. 


He is building something, that’s all I know. 


Every night I hear hammering and screwing of the DIY-kind which is a
welcome change. Mama and Papa have also started arguing about the cost of
funerals and how it is a complete waste of time and money. It isn’t like
staging a wedding where you get something back in return and Mama does use
“staging”. Surely they aren’t planning to kill me. No, that would be
counter-productive. I don’t understand the increasingly odd conversations and
arguments that flit back and forth across the dining-table-slash-ironing-board
in the two-tone, especially around meal-times. 


‘You’ll have to lacquer them. They’ll have to look good when the
time comes, Willy. We have to have dignity. I will insist on dignity. It’s not
what you can show in life but what you can show in death – that is the ultimate.
Mama always said “Go big or go home.”’


‘Would you come down off your high horse, Nicky. We have no dignity
now so why should it matter a damn in the next life? Are you finished with
those beans?’


‘Walnut burr lasts the longest...’


‘Burr!? You do want them to be able to carry us out, don’t
you? Stop thinking about yourself and please think about the pallbearer’s
shoulders that will carry us to the ground. We can’t lie-in-state in the back
of the van for eternity. The beans?’


‘You’re bang out of order, Willy!!’ screams Mama. ‘And, no,’ she
huffs, ‘I’m eating the beans. And it’s not Nicky…’


Papa opines, ‘Ash is probably the most workable.’


‘I want plenty of room for my shoulders and feet. I want to be
comfortable, Willy. I insist on comfort.’


‘We’ve gone over this a thousand times, Nicky. I’ve given you
six-inch clearance on all sides.’


And so on...


There’s something afoot in my caravan and it’s called taking
self-sufficiency to morbid extremes. 


*   *   *


The ghosts in my
head are coming in loud and clear these days, a cacophony of hollow voices
clambering to be heard. Spirits are trying to call my attention for a friendly
chat. It has been a gradual process from my toddler years when the voices had
been vague whispers in the trees, year by year, growing stronger until I cannot
blame the wind rustling in the trees any longer. Sometimes, I get lost in
conversations and confuse Mama’s and Papa’s conversations with the ones in my
head.


 


Reader, now I look back on this time and
compare it to my very own spiritual Facebook: I had so many friends but nobody
sitting by my side, so did it amount to much at the end of the day? Yet a warm
fuzzy feeling encompassed me, knowing that if one of my dead friends felt down
then they could come to me for a chat. There was always somebody online but
don’t make the mistake of asking them about family and friends they’ve left
behind. The Dead look on death as a new beginning. The Dead prefer to know
about the score of the match or who was been caught having an affair. 


 


Mama and Papa still don’t know that I speak
with the Dead.
















My Grizzly Discovery


 


I discover the
pair of coffins one balmy August morning in ’85, in Toulouse, France. Two years
have passed and I’d forgotten all about Papa’s mysterious rendezvous in the
back of the Hiace (on its last legs by now) because I have issues of my own –
the Dead. They torment me from morning till night, looking to be noticed and
engage in idle chat.


We had taken a sojourn into France (this is where I learned the word
sojourn) to follow the Five Nations Rugby-something. Knowing that the
place would be mobbed with liquored-up punters with hard cash, we’d made a
conscious decision to pull up outside the stadium to sell some of Papa’s wooden
handicrafts which look more handicapped. It has been a constant struggle and
seemed like a good idea at the time. Then again, Papa is an enthusiast and
romantic so it’s hard to knock the guy when he’s convinced of something. Mama
just doesn’t have the heart to tell him that his DIY skills stink to high
Heaven. It is while he is carting his handicrap from the back of the Hiace that
I spot the morbid atrocity that lay in the back of the Hiace. 


His ‘n Hers matching coffins...


They have been there all this time under a tarpaulin. I’d seen the
grubby cover several times but it never crossed my mind that anything untoward
laid beneath it. It was just an innocent tarpaulin.


I’m confused, looking from the brilliantly ornate coffins in the dim
light of the Hiace to Papa’s dreadful hand-made trinkets lain carefully on
display on the warped fold-up table. ‘Papa, I think people would prefer the
ash-tray to a coffin,’ I suggest, ironically, ash-trays and coffins going
hand-in-hand. 


‘The bird-house is for sale,’ Papa gloats at me, ‘but the
coffins aren’t.’ He finishes in an unusually stern tone. 


 


Reader, as a
romantic, Papa had decided somewhere on the road that paying for a coffin was
absurd and ridiculous considering its future practical use and the current
economic situation. Mama, being a miser, decided to let Papa have a go at
building their customised coffins. Building a coffin for your other half is the
ultimate mark of respect and self-sufficiency doesn’t get much better than
this. To give Papa his due, he had created a wonderful ornately-carved pair of
ash coffins but little did I realize that this was Papa’s warning-sign that
nobody had heeded. Incredible as it seemed, Papa building his own coffin was
actually a cry for help. Being a romantic was his triumph and downfall. 


 


It’s around now
when Papa makes a conscious effort to retire to his bedroom and laugh his head
off for half an hour each day with the door locked. He tells me that it’s his
way of “getting back at the world.” Then he likes to drift away with his
metal-detector (sometimes with batteries and other times without) with Gypsy
and her string of grown pups following him like a demented Pied Piper of
Hamelin. 


Papa still hasn’t found what he’s looking for...
















The Exorcism


 


Enough is
enough.


I confess, a week following my discovery of Papa’s DIY coffins. ‘I
hear voices in my head...’ I stress to Mama in my distressed tones. 


‘Tinnitus.’ Mama willingly answers while wringing the neck of a
chicken – Bawwwk! – that she’d diverted from a nearby farmyard – Mama is
always the clever vixen. ‘Take our undies to the river, Cabbage. Rub your
father’s briefs between two rocks – that’ll get to those stubborn stains. Chop,
chop.’ 


Ironically, at this low point in our lives, we are stuck between a
rock and a hard place just like Papa’s briefs. Money is tight and nobody’s
buying Papa’s handicrap. He counteracts this by making one deadly move –
laughing alone in his bedroom which in reality is half the living-room
sectioned off with a tatty canary-yellow curtain. The road is getting the
better of him by now and he craves to use a cistern when he had once denounced
them in public. Mama tries to convince him to build more coffins but he
refuses, citing that “the fun would go out of it.” Somebody should tell Papa
that he needs to get his priorities right but how do you say that to a
romantic?


‘Mama, I’m telling you that I hear voices!’ I’m pleading with
Mama but she’s busy trying to kill the chicken. She still hasn’t perfected the
wringing-of-the-neck process and the bird is squawking and flapping about the
place, slapping her face twenty times a second. She screams back between slaps,
‘That’s only the rats in the lining of the roof! This fucking chicken!’


‘People don’t squeak!’ I counteract. ‘And it’s a hen, not a
chicken!’ I cup my ear with my hand and listen; the voices come in from far-off
but I know that they’re right here, standing all around me in this very
caravan, some of them right in my face screaming to be taken notice of, in the
process draining any power-source they can find to get their message across.
Papa blames the electrical circuit for the constant dimming of lights (or the
generator) in the caravan but I know better.


Mama tries a different approach as she headlocks the bird’s head
between her bare knees, ‘Those voices are coming from next door. C’mooon 
ya’ bastard!!’ she tugs...


I look out the window at the pitch-black night. I don’t even know
where we are...


‘Tinnitus!’ Mama repeats. ‘Rats!’


‘These voices are coming from everywhere, even children’s voices.
Mr. Brick…’


Mama looks at me with a pitied expression.


 


Now, Reader, with
the gift of hindsight, I don’t know why I just didn’t accept my gift with
dignity. What was my desperate reason for telling Mama about the voices in my
head anyway? I think I just needed to get it out there, all official. If Mr.
Brick had been around I would’ve told him instead of Mama. I should’ve kept my
mouth shut as you will see from this chapter-heading.


 


‘Mr. Brick?’
Mama pats my head, ‘There, there. A man in a white coat will come for you some
day, Cabbage, if you’re not mindful of what you say...’ stroking me
affectionately and dragging the avian’s head from its socket while Papa slams
his head against the wall in the next room – behind the canary-yellow curtain.
I think Mama’s baring a secret grudge against her daughter who is starting to
show signs of having the gift, certainly not the White Witch kind of
supernatural power that her mama possesses.  


*   *   *


The following
midnight (and that’s not a cliché; it is midnight) a bearded man with a
magpie perched on his shoulder and a strange glint in his eye comes knocking on
our door. Who knows we’re here in the middle-of-nowhere? I look through the
crack in the door at this odd individual with a gold bar for a missing tooth.
Obviously he is from the Romani clan and Mama starts speaking to him immediately
in low and hushed tones as if she doesn’t want me to hear, every now and again
she peers at my door and I know she’s talking about whatever is behind it. 


‘Papa…’ Papa is comatose, dreaming the dreams of romantics and
lunatics. ‘Papa, wake up!’


The clandestine conversation between Mama and the stranger becomes
more animated. Now I’m scared. I wake Papa by slapping his face. ‘Papa, what’s
happening? Who is that man?’


‘It’s just a dream.’ Papa sighs and drifts off to sleep again. ‘It’s
all just a bad dream...’


This time I give him a dig in the ribs. ‘They’re talking about me!’
I look at Papa for a clue but he doesn’t have one. He looks at me and just
smiles and makes the universal cuckoo-sign. The more I listen the more I begin
to realize that I know this stranger in our caravan, know of him…


I exclaim, ‘Three-Monkey!’ as I place him.


Papa sits up in bed, disorientated. ‘Huh? Wha...?’


Three-Monkey is a Rasputin-like high-shaman who specialises in
European exorcisms and who does occasional undercover work for the Vatican,
nicknamed Three-Monkey because of his penchant for neither hearing, seeing, or
speaking evil. He keeps to himself and never mentions his dark work. I know all
this because Mama sometimes tells me bedtime stories about him and his exploits.
He is an enigma but Mama knows of him because he is a distant friend of the
family back in the old country. Three-Monkey travels the by-roads, just waiting
to be contacted. Mama thanks her lucky stars (death-stars in my opinion) that
Three-Monkey is in the vicinity of France. If she had had to contact him from Ireland
or England then it would’ve taken a month for him to get to us. His Honda 50
doesn’t work miracles unlike its owner. 


Mama enters the bedroom and stands over the bed. I try to hide
beneath the blankets, then under the bed, but it’s too late... Mama speaks from
her inner reverie. ‘We need to exorcise you, Cabbage. You’ve got all the
classic symptoms.’


‘Huh?’ I’m temporarily flummoxed and I must be if I use that word.
‘I walk ten miles to the river every day to wash Papa’s briefs. And ten miles
back. Isn’t that enough exercise? By the way, why can’t we just park
next to a river?’ 


‘Papa’s got this romantic notion of walking miles to get to fresh
water. We spoke about this. There, there, Cabbage,’ soothing me but
surreptitiously peeling out of her tights. She does all of this at the same
time which is making me increasingly suspicious. 


Three-Monkey enters the boudoir behind her, mumbling mumbo-jumbo,
his shadow looming on the walls of the two-tone under the flickering
candle-light (generator gone again or the ghosts draining it, either way the
candles just add to the effect). For a moment, I clearly think that Mama and
Papa have lapsed back into their sick sex games. 


Papa, locked in his romantic reverie, flashes a wan smile at me and
shrugs as if to say: it’s out of my hands like everything else these days.



 


Reader, if
you’re of a nervous disposition, you might want to bow out now with dignity
before the rest of this heart-breaking episode continues.


 


Mama ties me to
the bed with her tights, somehow managing to secure me to the four corners of
the bed with the same tights. I notice that Three-Monkey, whose mind is spent
on higher plains, can’t keep his eyes off Mama’s bare legs. It’s made all the more
sultry by the spluttering candles and for a second I feel that I’m in a gothic
novel.


‘Papa?’ I call. ‘Papa, help!’


Papa flashes another lukewarm grin in my direction and it’s at times
like this that I beg Papa to grow a pair of balls and step up. I know he’s a
romantic, but sometimes fighting for your children can also be seen as a
romantic gesture. Three-Monkey rasps, splutters, and spits a chant into my
face. A bang of garlic comes with it to keep evil spirits at bay. Mama holds me
down on the bed while she induces herself into a state of otherness and her
eyes roll like a one-armed bandit. Three-Monkey begins to throw his orb about,
swinging it back and forth ... back and forth ... back and – you get the
picture. Its shadow is cast on the walls and the room is drowning in flying
orbs. I don’t care all that much for this light-and-dark show and I crave to be
taken out of this nightmare by my hero Mr. Brick Shithouse who does the best
light ‘n dark show in town. ‘Mr Briiick?! Where’s Mr. Brick?’ I plead
for the only other face I know...


The exorcism stops. Three-Monkey goes for tea and biscuits with Mama
while I lay tied to the bed, screaming like the devil. 


They resume the
exorcism half an hour later, ridding me of evil once again. I cry and blubber while
Three-Monkey waggles his garlic-tongue up close ‘n personal in my face. Mama
looks as if she’s the one who is being cleansed with her contorted twisted
features thrown into dancing dark shadows. 


And then it’s
over... 


Panting and
breathless, Three-Monkey leans in over me. ‘Do you renounce the devil, child?’


‘Who?’ I ask, trying not to sound smart. I gag when he pants and
dribbles into my face.


‘The devil, y’know, Beelzebub … Lucifer?’


‘Ah, Lucifer, well why didn’t you say so?’


Mama warns not to be smart in Three-Monkey’s presence. 


‘It’s not the devil, Mama. Just some people want to speak with me –
the weather ... sports results ... if the royal family have been overthrown
yet.’ 


Three-Monkey turns to Mama and sighs a long agonizing sigh. ‘She
needs to see a professional.’
















Nuts


 


‘You told me
never to get in the car with strangers, Mama.’ I say this when the ambulance
pulls up at the caravan and two men in white coats get out. Mama had mentioned
something about men in white coats.


We are parked twenty miles outside the big smoke of London on the
M1. We have crossed back over the border from France where my failed exorcism
at the hands of Three-Monkey took place. Papa is in the boudoir laughing to
himself in his one-man struggle against inhumanity. He has become as elusive as
the rarely-seen star-nosed mole. Mama has taken to removing his rose-tinted
John Lennon glasses before he uses the wall to numb his sensitive brain.
Sometimes we hear a sharp thud in the two-tone, knowing that Papa has just
smashed through the cardboard walls of the bedroom in his effort to wring every
single last laugh from his world-weary mind.


‘Yes, but this is an ambulance, Cabbage,’ Mama clarifies. She’s
hiding something and I know it. She does this thing, a tiny gesture that only
those really close to her, notice. She gives this little sniff of defiance.
‘Though they still are strangers, they um, have your best interests at heart.’ 


Papa’s laughing therapy has finished for the day and he comes to
join us. For a second, I think he is a ghost though I still haven’t seen one to
compare. He looks ill in the sunlight; pale, with heavy bags under his
slits-for-eyes. He’s afraid to meet my gaze but speaks nonetheless. ‘You can go
with these nice people, Cabbage, and they will give you, eh, tea and biscuits
once you’re on the, um, road.’


 


Reader, I’ll
never forget that line: tea and biscuits. It’s the innocent juxtaposition of
tea and biscuits with the violence and sterility of swirling ambulance lights.
It was very disturbing. I’ve put ‘very’ in italics here just so that you
can really get a feel of how disturbing it was to my young teenage being. Yes,
I’m a teenager by now but no sign of extra lumps ‘n bumps on my body. And,
Reader, I regretfully say that my breasts never really took flight but rather
two peaks appeared one morning and that was it. They got one look at the world
and decided they didn’t want to show face. How many women have I seen who
haven’t been blessed with a pretty face but have been given the saving grace of
a nice pair. We need all the help we can get, right girls? And even though
you’re no Mona Lisa (who’s got the face of an Inland Revenue civil servant in
my opinion) those tits give you the edge, dears. I got none. 


 


Before I know
it, I’m pulling up in front of a gloomy miserable limestone building (and there
were no refreshments during my brief trip). The first thing I notice is
the steel mesh that exists inside and outside the windows. A couple of
stony-faced white-coat zombie-workers come and carry-accompany me into the
building. 


Reception is pleasant and clean, too clean, and the bars on the
windows, including those at reception are worrying me. Some beds with straps
built into them line the hallway. I’ve never seen such unusual beds and I
presume that they are for old people or children who may fall out of their beds
while sleeping. Also, people with dead expressions wander haphazardly out into
the hallway and are herded back to wherever they come from by orderlies. 


I draw some drastic conclusions...


‘Am I in a hospital? Why am in a hospital?’ I ask the
orderlies but they don’t answer. They look as lifeless as their patients.
They’ve been here longer than the sick people. ‘I don’t feel sick.’ I think
about that. ‘Do I?’


I’m led to a room that looks more like a cage. A man comes to speak
with me on a “one-to-one level” – with a two-prong cattle prod with 450
sizzling volts nestled behind his back. Is this a joke?! Who is he fooling? I
can hear the sparks coming from behind him!


 


Reader, I still
wake up at night and see the shrink’s blank face and his hands fiddling behind
his back. He wants me to know that he’s hiding something and I can smell
the pork-scratchings big-time. 


 


‘You’re just
going to feel some mild discomfort. This will help clear your thoughts.’ 


It’s the perverse tea and biscuits syndrome all over again. ‘But
my thoughts are clear...’ At this point, all I can do is contradict the
terrifying stranger. I start reaming off a stream of mathematical theorems that
I’d learned with Papa’s home-made abacus and switching over to M&M’s when I
can’t separate the abacus beads visualized in my mind’s eye – the bright
vibrant colours of the M&M’s do help.


 ‘You suffer from schizophrenia,
Cabbage, and 450 volts normally gets rid of those pesky voices.’


‘Pesky? House-flies are pesky.’ I
consider this a good line despite circumstances. ‘The voices in my head are real!!’



‘Yes, they’re real for you but they don’t exist outside your head.’


‘Well, yes, but...’


Before I have time to think, I’m levitated towards one of those beds
that I’d seen coming in. The zombie workers buckle the leather straps around my
ankles and wrists. I fight and scream but Mama’s not here to hold my hand ...
not even Papa’s here so I can hold his hand. Somebody comes from beyond
the man with the cattle-prod, rolls up my sleeve, finds a vein with a slap, and
sticks a needle in me and the world falls out from under me. A sponge with some
type of liquid is rubbed to my temples and the cattle-prod is levered onto my
head like giant tweezers and a piece of rubber is jammed in my mouth.
Disorientated and high, I tell them that I’m not hungry but they answer, “bite
down on it.”


Next thing I know, I’ve got bolts of electricity streaming through
my head and lighting me up like a Christmas tree. I liken myself to a Christmas
tree because I so wish I was under one right now, opening presents and
listening to Jingle Bells, looking at Mama’s and Papa’s smiling faces.


 


Reader, I’m
sorry that I’ve had to put you through this but this is my life-story, right?
For the detail-lovers among you, I suffer my first strong menstrual cycle while
at the asylum. It runs parallel to the cycle of the moon and geometrical tilt
of the planet: I was a product of my time, still am in many ways. I used my own
body clock to tell me how long I’d been shacked up in the nuthouse. That’s what
I like to think, Reader.
















A Black Man in a White Coat


 


These
electrifying moments continue once a week, sometimes twice if I’m giving them
lip. The strange thing is this: the cattle-prod man has cleared my mind
all right: the voices of the dead are coming in shoals in crystal clear
marine blue. The electric bolts have dislodged something in my head’s antenna.
It’s like my brain has been flicked from AM to FM, for radio enthusiasts. I now
have the ability to pick and choose voices. If a topic pricks my curiosity then
I tune in.


But the real beauty is yet to come ... in the form of a psychiatric
nurse with a heart-warming friendly face that I recognize in this nightmare.


Mr. Brick Shithouse!


He has come to save me in all his white-coat glory, pronounced starkly
by his dark African-American features. Mama had threatened me (promised me)
that a man in a white coat would come for me some day! What joy!


‘Mr Shithouse...! You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for some
face-time with you!’ Face-time? Where the hell am I getting these expressions
from? But I know where I’m getting these odd turns-of-phrase: the ghosts
and something I never thought possible – ghosts from the future. Get yer head
around that one. I’ve got the same chance of hearing a voice from Papa’s
hometown of Old Castle as I have of hearing a voice with a Tasmanian accent
from half-way around the world twenty years from now: the after-world knows no
bounds. Like a modern-day communication application, only I don’t have the
luxury of an on and off switch.


‘Hush, now, child! Brick, please, Cabbage.’


For a mili-second, I’m confused by the quick succession of “brick
... please ... cabbage” and go looking for a brick. Can you blame me after
clocking up enough volts to power a small village in Africa? ‘Mr. Brick, why
are you dressed like a male nurse? Don’t you know there’s a stigma about male
nurses in the living world?’ I actually say this. I might be home-schooled but
I’m not wet behind the ears.


Mr. Brick Shithouse looks at me with those kind seal eyes and a
heart-warming smile that could melt the North Pole where the seals live long
before aerosol spray will, thus flooding Santa’s house, drowning out his little
helpers; couple this with soggy toys and Brick Shithouse has just ruined
Christmas big-time for everyone including the seals. By diverting his luscious
wuzzy (fuzzy-warm) smile in my direction, I’ve saved Christmas, taken sodden
dwarfs off the dole, and given seals extra swimming-space. This realisation
brings tears to my eyes – perhaps Papa’s genes are rubbing off on me, after all,
plus the medication is in the driving-seat most of the time that I’m here.
Brick’s layered rows of perfect pearly white teeth dazzle me into feeling a
little tingle in my chest that I’ve never felt before and it’s nothing to do
with my reserve of electricity. I expect Papa suffered a similar fate when Mama
had blinded him on O’Connell Street all those years ago. It’s that feeling of
warm fullness knowing that I’m loved.


Could it be that I have a crush on Mr. Brick Shithouse or is it just
an infatuation with my hero? Brick has always been a back-up father-figure to
me, but now I feel safe in a different way. I wish to be in his arms, not as a
toddler but as a young woman surrounded by a wall of warm muscle, safe from the
world and its trappings. I try to fight my impulse but give in and wrap my arms
around him ... but fall off the bed and crack my head on the cold tile-floor.
I’d forgotten about the strait-jacket that had me caught in its own hostile
embrace. 


 


Reader, I would
wear a metaphorical strait-jacket in later life that would also stop me from
loving, that’s all I can say for now. 


 


Mr. Brick
Shithouse lifts me back onto my bed. ‘Male nurse?’ He chuckles. ‘People pokin’
fun don’t bother Brick so much anymore. There’s not much that can bother me in
my present, um, state.’ His smile lights the world. 


‘You used to live in my tea-cupboard, silly-billy, you don’t need to
go undercover. You can come and go as you please because they don’t see you –
only I can see you, Mr. Brick.’ I can’t hide the endearing pride in my
voice.


‘It makes me feel alive, child, y’know, gives ole’ Brick the
distinct impression that he’s back ‘n makin’ a difference to somebody’s day.’


‘You’ve made a difference to my day.’


Mr. Brick tucks my hair behind my ears and holds me tight to his
chest. The tighter he holds me the higher his Jackson Five ‘fro levitates. I
kid you not about my electric reserve.


‘You can see me, Honey; they can’t. It’s not the same. Still,
I like to let on they can cos it brings me back to the ole’ days.’


The electrocution team comes in. I scream and writhe but they insist
on plastering my lobes with conductant… 


 


Reader, to this
day, I can smell the conductant in my nostrils… 


 


…and stuff a
rubber shield into my mouth. They latch the two padded prongs onto either side
of my brain and raise the volume.


But nothing happens...


Mr. Brick Shithouse has somehow slipped his hands under the double
prongs of the cattle-prod and the electricity flows through his rigid body. I’m
surprised that he experiences the live voltage seeing as he is dead but I once
saw Papa experimenting with an old car battery, two strips of cable, and a dead
frog. Being a romantic, the concept of reincarnation is something that Papa
finds wholesome. He had that dead old frog doing the truffle-shuffle for a
finish. Yes, Mr. Brick jives ‘n boogies as the electricity sizzles through him,
leaving him with an extra-high ‘fro but the love never leaves his eyes. My hero…
Mine.


That evening, as I lay listening to the ghosts in my head, Brick
comes to visit me at my bedside. Instead of grapes, he brings me a wreath of
plastic flowers. ‘I took these from my graveside. I figured you could use ‘em
more than me.’


I’m not sure I like where Mr. Brick is going with this but tears of
mixed emotions come to my eyes – tears of sadness for the unbelievers (Mama and
Papa) and the burst of love I feel right now for Mr. Brick Shithouse. It is
something overwhelming and I fizzle more than I’ve ever done with the
electro-shock treatment. ‘Aw, that’s so sweet!’ is about as much as I can
manage as I begin to weep in confusion. Mr. Brick holds me tight to his chest
but it’s a little chilling not to hear a heart-beat. I blubber into his chest,
covering him in tears and snot. I don’t know why but I just feel very sensitive
and I cannot contain the love and fear. 


Maybe the Dead are playing with me too. All those emotions have to
be channelled somehow. 


‘Who gives dead flowers to dead people anyway, huh?’ Mr. Brick tries
to lighten the atmosphere. ‘Where’s the love?’


*   *   *


Mr. Brick comes
with a different bunch of cemetery plastic flowers over the following days. I
am the princess and he is a travelling minstrel, trying to impress me with his
shadow-dancing routine and flower wreaths. It’s during my traumatic stay in
this London asylum that I begin to realize that I’m catching up on Mr. Brick
Shithouse, years-wise, I mean. Now, he’s like an older brother rather than a
sub for Papa. Then what happens? Aw-kwaaard! He’s still my guardian
angel but now he’s becoming an increasingly romantic notion, a flight of fancy
and folly.


*   *   *


Very soon, my
evaluation-day comes around. The same nonplussed individual who had greeted me
the first day with a thousand volts behind his back sits me down in his office
and asks me if I’m still hearing “ghosts”. Those are his air-commas, not mine. 


‘I ... I...’ I want to tell him that hearing ghosts is my purpose in
life; it’s what I do – I know that now. They need me. I also want to thank him
for fine-tuning the signal but Mr. Brick Shithouse is standing behind the
man-in-the-white-coat, shaking his head as if he already knows what I’m
thinking.


‘No.’ I lie to Dr. Sizzle with a serene smile. ‘I hear nothing except
the birds in the trees.’ There are no birds around this place. ‘Thanks for
curing me.’ I flash my best calculating cute smile and redden up for good
measure. 


‘You sure?’


Mr. Brick nods so I do the same.


‘You’re free to go. We’ll have our boys drop you back.’


‘What? It’s that simple? I could’ve said that when I got here!’ 


‘But you didn’t ... We may seem like brain-gods to you, dear, but
only you know your brain. Sometimes we have to trust our instinct and throw
evaluation tests out the window.’


I catch myself stealing a peek at the high barred-window above Dr.
Sizzle’s desk. 


Ecstatic, I streamline from the office with the hairs standing on
the nape of my neck (excitement and voltage residue), just waiting for him to
change his mind and call me back. I can’t get out of here fast enough. In the
hallway I turn to Brick to give him a hug and a thankful squeeze but he has
gone and has taken the white coat with him as a memento of his time at the
lunatic asylum with his guardian child. 


The same ambulance with the same pasty-faced team drop me back to
where they had collected me eight weeks previous somewhere along the M1
motorway. And just for the record, not once did tea and biscuits appear during
my twenty-mile trip. 


Mama and Papa are not in the same place where I left them nor is the
coffee ‘n cream caravan. Have they moved on without their Cabbage? I know what
has happened, they probably figured that they didn’t have enough money to keep
me. Mama and Papa love me so much that the best thing is to set me free. What
is the old saying? Set her free. If she comes back to you then she’s meant
to be yours... 


I give it some heavyweight thought. ‘What a bowl ‘a shit!’ I protest
to the hedgerow and start walking, following my internal compass along the M1.


One mile further down the motorway, I catch up with the old Hiace.
The police had kindly asked Mama and Papa to “move along and don’t stop when
you start movin’”. Mama and Papa had taken it literally, moving along an eighth
of a mile every day. Turns out that I’ve only been holed-up in the loony-bin
with those poor souls eight days and not eight weeks as my body-clock had told
me. It feels like it’s been eight weeks and I won’t let Mama and
Papa forget it either.


 


Perhaps, Reader,
I should be more P.C. but those lost souls were loony with a capital L
and I know lost souls – I’ve got the edge on you there. Don’t forget
that I speak with them on a regular basis. These inmates would’ve been better
off dead. Describing those poor bastards (forgive me, Reader) in that London asylum as ‘disturbed’ would be doing them a grave injustice. I get disturbed when
my neighbour plays loud music. Do you see what I’m getting at, Reader? Nuts.
However, I think being locked up for eight days with those tortured souls
somehow prepared me for life (this life, at least), as in it couldn’t get any
worse than this. I brought that positive outlook away with me plus an
infestation of nits which I later treated with tea-tree oil. Dealing with
lunatics as a child has since helped me cope with desperate clients at their
nits-end (excuse me, wits-end) looking for some sign from their dead loved
ones. At times, people lose their sense of reality and desperation sets in
which I can hardly blame them for considering that I’m talking to the dead on
their behalf. I can understand why a person might see me as some kind of
goddess, not the goddess, just a goddess. Reader, it’s of the
utmost importance to tell you that the Dead weren’t trying to grab my attention
... or maybe they were, but they never called my name or made a remark that
could only pertain to me. The Dead seem to rabbit on to anyone who will listen
and I guess that’s me. Let me put it to you this way: if you sell insurance
then you will be at home in the next life.
















Mama the Fortune-Tellin’ Cookie


 


Mama becomes a
fortune-telling gypsy on the 19th October, 1988. It’s that simple
for Mama. Her stint as a fortune-teller is a short-lived affair due to lack of
foresight (get it?) though it is a prosperous venture. Her biggest failure in
this venture is that she fails to read her family’s future.


By the way, I’m fifteen years old by now and a viper-tongue on me
like a real bitch. Three years have passed since Mama and Papa had had me
committed for all the wrong reasons and I’ve got a chip on my shoulder that’s
grown a head of its own. They tried to carry on from where we had left off on
the M1. Mama and Papa never spoke of that misfortunate asylum episode ever
again whereas I do nothing but talk about it, especially at meal times
and whenever I see an ambulance or lightning. We had called (rather Mama had
called) an extraordinary Family General Meeting (FGM) around the fold-up-down
table a week previous to discuss our immediate poverty and future as a family
together. Mama had gone to the trouble of using a whiteboard (it had originally
been a blackboard but having no chalk, Mama decided to paint it white). On the
whiteboard Mama had illustrated a diagram (being the Clever Fox, she didn’t use
a pie-chart because one of us would’ve eaten it, such was our hunger) and to
the left-hand side of the diagram, running vertically and from top to bottom,
were the years that Mama and Papa have been together: 1972 – 1988. Running
along the bottom of the chart Mama had written MONEY in capitals. I didn’t have
to be an economist to witness the Russian Mountain line drop from ’72 to ’88.


‘Where has it all gone wrong?’ asks Papa.


‘Don’t be foolish, Willy. Here is where it all went wrong.’ Mama
points at ’72. ‘We need to come up with a fast plan to make some money – fast.
Keywords: fast money.’ Mama doesn’t like how Papa is looking at her and tells
him so. ‘You can look at your pig like that but you won’t look at me like
that.’


They don’t make explicit what they are speaking about but I think
all of us here in the caravan know the explicit nature of this taboo subject
(mobile-prostitution). But to be fair, at least Mama’s getting up off her
heart-shaped ass and trying to make ends meet. Papa, on the other hand, has
taken to spending most of his time with a pot-bellied Vietnamese pig we call
Rashers but Mama calls him Houdini. The correct term is Vietnamese pot-bellied
pig, but Rashers is a fat bastard that eats whatever we throw from our paper
plates (and sometimes if we don’t have food on our paper plates we eat the
plates and if we don’t then Rashers does so nothing goes to waste). Mama had
diverted the piglet from a farmyard outside Dublin on Valentine’s Day, 14th
February. Houdini’s original role  in our lives was to fill our bellies but the
piglet cheated death twice in a row. God had granted him pardon because God has
other plans for Rashers. The first time, we had laid his head on the
fold-up-down table in the caravan, Papa holding onto his legs and trying not to
look while Mama went about piercing its throat but Papa’s hands were still
greasy (the Hiace’s engine had broken down again) and the piglet had slipped
through them and bolted off across the dales squealing high murder! The
following morning, Mama cornered the Vietnamese mini-pig in my old DIY playpen
(which we now use as a coffee table) where Rashers had holed-up during the
night. The stray dogs, that we tend to collect, sleep in the playpen too and
the runaway piglet had tried to pretend he was one of them, but he grunted once
by mistake and Mama pounced. This time, Mama was taking no prisoners and had
the jack of the Hiace at hand. She was like a possessed woman and ready to stun
Rashers before stabbing his artery to drain his blood for black and white
pudding. Just as Mama swung the jack in a wild arc, a speeding car skidded and
screeched off the secondary road where we were parked up and smashed into the
hedge six inches from the back of the two-tone. Thus, Rashers becomes Houdini.


‘I’m going to become a fortune-telling gypsy,’ Mama declares to the
world. ‘I’ve got the gypsy-half so now all I’ve got to do is add the other
fortune-telling half.’ It really is that simple for Mama. ‘Besides, I like to
think that I harbour some of my mama’s white witch powers.’


She likes to think it but that’s all it is. My estranged
granny has given me her powers, finely-tuned with my electroconvulsive therapy.



Papa stands up because he’s just suffered a brain-wave. ‘The
upcoming Ireland-Tunisia football match at Lansdowne Road, Dublin, will be the
venue!’ He raises Rashers, aka Houdini, into the air in a gesture of sacrifice.
It’s a relief to see Papa back in the driving-seat and making decisions that
actually make a difference. We both see the glint in his eyes beyond those
rose-tinted glasses. 


Mama mutters to me, ‘What’s coming next?’


‘I will train Houdini to do cute tricks and that will bring in extra
cash. Potbelly pigs are known to be cleverer than dogs.’


‘Sit down, Willy. The only one performing tricks at the football
match will be me – telling the future of drunk punters. I fit the bill.’


Papa sits back down like a humiliated child before speaking meekly.
‘Maybe we could combine both?’


There’s a pause in the caravan and then an explosive applause. I
cheer and go ecstatic because Mama suddenly sees the light and jumps all over
Papa, smothering him in kisses, sometimes slipping him the tongue, sometimes
not. I make my teenage presence known by emitting a ‘Euuugh!’ I’m
repulsed yet happy to see them willing to exchange mutual spit. I haven’t had
the pleasure and I’m not sure that I want it. I’m fifteen years old and boys do
occasionally flit into my mind but I have the same affections for boys as I do
Houdini aka Rashers: something mildly exotic yet domestic, but at the same time
have a tendency to snort.


‘There will be many drunk fans because it’s a friendly match,’ Papa
observes. ‘People will love each other for the momentous occasion. It’ll be
like the 60’s all over again.’ Papa professes from his reverie of romance.
Sport was never Papa’s strong point. ‘We will make a killing!’ He dances about
the caravan with Rashers, Mama, and I. It’s a momentous occasion. Houdini,
still held high, misunderstands his own sacrifice when Papa says “make a
killing” and he squeals for freedom.


*   *   *


We park up the caravan as near to the entrance
at the Lansdowne venue as possible without drawing too much attention from the
law and put up our acquired pub street-sign at the two-tone’s entrance. In a
fancy squiggle, Papa advertises:


 


‘Come &
See the Amazin’ Dancin’ Potbelly Pig ... and have your Future told by a
Belly-Dancin’ Gypsy.’


 


Mama quickly
edits the sign with her sleeve, rubbing out ‘…by a Belly-Dancin’…’ pointing
out that she might be associated with the pig, and anyway, belly-dancing isn’t
part of the gig.


After a few punters drunkenly ask to have their futures told by a
pig, Papa rewords his advertisement by adding ‘by a Real Gypsy...’ 


Of course Mama plays her role to a tee and looks the part but there
is nothing behind it and I must admit that it hurts a little. I feel resentful
if the truth be known. If anybody should tell people’s fortunes then it should
be me ... or then again, maybe not. My speciality lies with the voices of the
Dead and they don’t have Saturday night’s winning lottery numbers any more than
I do. Anyway, the future doesn’t make a whole pile of difference to members in
the non-living category. Mama insists on authenticity and what is a
fortune-teller without a headscarf and crystal ball? She’s already got the
headscarf – I rarely see her without it. Mama is known for her steady hand so
Papa comes up with the idea of making a quick diversion to the fun-fair that
has come from Tunisia for the Ireland versus Tunisia match.     


Mama shoots a duck with an air-rifle and is awarded two goldfish in
a goldfish bowl though she’d prefer the tin duck. Like I say, we’re hungry.
Punters quickly gather around the shooting gallery, mainly men, keeping eyes on
Mama and her smoking cocked rifle. The owner of the stall shows his
appreciation for the extra publicity by giving me two extra goldfish which Mama
will later gut and de-scale along with the two she had won and then fry all
four down to nothin’-and-chips with a main course of ketchup.


Papa, meanwhile, sees the other men ogling her through his
rose-tinted glasses but he’s flying high on another plain now and making plans
for Houdini and the tricks they can perform together. Every male is locked on
Mama and how she makes an air-rifle look sexy, but nobody sees her daughter
Cabbage... But then my hopes are raised as a boy with an outrageous scarlet
mohawk, just a few years older than me, locks eyes on me. I’m just beginning to
work up a smile when he shatters my world with all the finesse of dropping a
mirror on concrete:


‘One of the live prizes has gotten loose!’


The other boys in his group double over in laughter but I refuse to
bow to their insults; I will shed my tears later in the two-tone. I raise the
bowl to my burning face and stare into the blank eyes of the goldfish while I
will my feet from running. I feel how those fish look – numb. I lower the bowl
and look at the fish swimming around in circles, thinking about something that
I’d heard about the short memory of a goldfish but I can’t remember, ha ha. I
surprise myself when a drop splashes onto the surface of the water in the bowl
and realize that it’s a tear...


This moment of realisation is suddenly shattered as Mama lets off a
few rounds in the boys’ direction, topping the kid’s Mohawk by two inches. She
keeps shooting wildly into the air until we’re escorted off the premises. 


Before heading back to the caravan, Mama makes a diversion and
shoots a pair of real ducks with the air-rifle, taking low and careful aim over
a stone-wall into an unsuspecting farmyard. ‘Go big or go home,’ says Mama,
‘nothing like killing two birds with the one stone.’


We return to our stall. Mama hangs the brace of duck with a new
sense of purpose and covers her newly won goldfish bowl in mystic turquoise
fabric. 


While all this is going on, I have the constant mumble of
disgruntled ghosts in my head but not one of them has come forth outright yet
to be seen. I know it’s only a matter of time…


Mama feels that this new money-making venture is her calling but she
makes one deadly mistake. If you’re a charlatan fortune-teller and you’re going
to tell somebody’s future, then choose a date five or ten years from now when
you’re not around, not this evening or tomorrow when you’re still parked up
outside the venue. 


A queue begins to form at the door of the caravan and nobody can
quite believe it: I can’t believe Mama’s blatant cheek and Papa can’t believe
that his pot-bellied pig attraction is actually going to happen. With growing
unease, I witness my own father struggling to differentiate reality from
fiction. He takes this as his cue to start his performance with
Houdini/Rashers. During rehearsals in his romantic mind’s eye, the potbelly pig
had played dead ... stood on his hind-legs ... weaved in and out of Papa’s legs
... grunted on-cue. 


Papa ducks inside the Hiace and appears again with the bowler-hat on
that Mama had lifted from the pawn shop. Also, what’s an act without musical
accompaniment so he rewinds a cassette-tape which he fishes out of the glove
‘department’ while the queue grows curious and a hush descends. Papa flashes
intermittent smiles as the cassette-player rewinds slower and slower down to a
grind and then nothing as the Hiace’s battery begins to give up. But the worst
for Papa is the fading hope in the eager pig’s eyes. Who knows, maybe
Rashers/Houdini wants to be the next Babe. Desperate, Papa jumps into the Hiace
and revs it up into a roaring ball of blue smoke to finish rewinding the tape.
By now, people have begun to laugh because it’s all part of the act as far as they’re
concerned.


The cassette clicks. Papa switches off the engine presses play.
Tiffany’s hit remake of I Think We’re Alone Now blares out over the
grounds of Lansdowne, with the familiar warp on every second verse. I cringe as
Papa begins to run around in circles, enticing the pig to trot after him. I’m
embarrassed, not because the potbelly has clearly no calling to be a Vietnamese
celebrity, but because the people are laughing at Papa, not with him. What was
a noble cause inside his head is something very different outside his head. It
hurts because I understand Papa. The harder Papa prances and trots, the harder
the oblivious Vietnamese pig roots in the ground. Papa suffers a stroke of
brilliance by grabbing his metal-detector. 


‘Let’s see who finds those truffles first, eh!’ looking to the
crowd, ‘Eh!’ 


Claps and raucous laughs erupt when Papa produces the metal-detector
to blend Houdini’s stubbornness into his act. Punters begin to laugh now and
for all the right reasons, thinking that Papa’s mortified expression is all for
show. Papa realizes his inadvertent comic act is not a drama as planned with
music and the pig. 


Papa commands, ‘Sit!’ 


Houdini gets to his feet and trots around Papa. 


‘Walkieees!’ announces Papa in Barbara
Woodhouse’s sweet tones and the pig flops to the ground and snorts his
distaste.


Another burst of laughter from the jolly, liquored-up, crowd of
onlookers. 


Papa then relays the story of why the Vietnamese potbelly pig became
to be known as Houdini instead of his original name of Rashers. He tells the
story in off-the-cuff medieval style, using “thee” and “ye” and acting out the
moments in big theatrical gestures. This goes down a treat for the men, women,
and especially the children standing in the queue.


Meanwhile, Mama’s standing at the door of her caravan with her
cleavage on show. I’ve got to hand it to Mama: she knows how to use what tools
God gave her. Half of these idiots don’t even know why they’re queuing up and
the other half think that Mama’s using the gypsy fortune-telling as a cover for
something much more enlightening but, thankfully, those days are behind us.


Papa winds up his impromptu act; elated that everything had gone
wrong and was a comic success. He bows and tips his bowler hat and passes
through the crowd for tips as if he’d done it a million times before. 


Mama starts advertising her wares (cleavage) and voicing her
future-telling service.


People are still hot from the laughing so they enter the mystic aura
of the two-tone and Mama repeats the same future to each and every one of them,
whether they live to be ninety or are killed in a tragic car accident on the
way home. It is those that are not killed that create problems for Mama. At
least Mama should’ve predicted our future for this weekend.


*   *   *


Tomorrow comes,
but Mama’s predictions don’t. What does come though are angry clients
who happened to stay over-night in Lansdowne after the friendly match. Irate
and en-masse, they demand to know why they haven’t met the loves of their
lives, won last night’s lottery or haven’t been killed in any car-crash (many
of the superstitious who were told this yesterday were afraid to drive home so
slept in local hostels and hotels). 


Mama has helped the local hostelry sector, but has dug her own
grave. 


She attempts to calm the angry mob by offering a free tarot reading
from the deck she had bought me at a joke shop on Mallow Street in Limerick
city. However, she makes the mistake of asking me, ‘Where are the jokers?’ in
front of them.


‘I’m looking at one,’ I back-answer Mama.


An angry undertone rumbles through the crowd...


Papa takes this as his cue to start up an impromptu show to
compensate the crowd, but not even Houdini’s refusal to play-up to the crowd
will suffice now. Beetroot-red, Papa brings out the metal-detector and a
thick-looking farmer trots to Papa and pulls the gadget from his hands then
bends it in two over his knee. ‘Go find an answer now to get yourself out of
this one!’


Out of the blue with her back against the wall (a position not
unknown to Mama) Mama spins them the following story:


‘None of what I said came true because you have altered your future
and fate by coming back here. Maybe I got your futures wrong by a few hours, or
a day, but we are all on a journey from A to B and you should’ve continued to B
but now you have twisted your fate. By taking the C exit, here at my doorstep,
you are denying your future. You had never planned on coming back here, yes?
Hmm?’


People are flummoxed. They don’t know what the hell Mama’s talking
about, but she’s right in her strange logic. My good God, she has them by the
short ‘n curlies. The crowd cannot deny that coming back to our two-tone wasn’t
on their itinerary.


‘Now you’ve made the mistake, so I cannot be held responsible as
you’ve undone your own futures. Refunds are impossible because it is an act of
God. Apply the same rules to matters of the supernatural.’


Somebody in the crowd shouts out something about insurance companies
being a glorified mafia but in general the ambience is one of
stunned-into-silence. Mama’s outlandish explanation seems to placate the
majority of her fuming clients ... but not everybody takes Mama at her word. 


*   *   *


The following
morning, I get up to take three-legged Gypsy for a hobble and discover that the
bitch mongrel is no longer at her usual spot by the caravan-door and neither is
the spot ... neither is Lansdown Road stadium when I look out the window.
There’s nothing but gorse-bush and windy moors because we’ve been transported
overnight on the back of an anonymous angry punter’s SUV to the Bog of Allen,
fifty miles east of Dublin. The irony is that last night was the first good
night’s sleep that I’ve had in memory.


 


Reader, looking
back into my past, I now see that that night of abduction was to be a pivotal
turning-point for us all, especially for Papa. He saw how vulnerable his family
was and became paranoid and obsessed with wheel-clamps and generally holding
onto everything with white knuckles just in case it might be taken away. Life
on the road had just gotten to him. The constant ‘borrowing’ from
establishments during closed hours and the incessant threatening of innocent
people that came in the form of Mama’s gypsy curses had begun to pile up. I
tried to get Papa to perfect his act with Houdini AKA Rashers but he just lay
there all day, despondent and uninterested. The same goes for Papa. This was
when he began to wear the John Lennon glasses again and I never believed him
when he told me that it was for his conjunctivitis. Also, the human beard
became a regular fixture on Papa’s face, holding onto the wheel for dear life;
for fear that it will be towed-away in a traffic-jam. Being a self-sufficient
romantic, Papa did try to grow his own beard but it just wouldn’t mature:
slow-growth eternal bum-fluff. I love Papa and there wasn’t a thing he couldn’t
do being such a romantic inventor, but he never managed to grow a beard. It was
one of his many regrets in life and the sick irony is that I have too much
facial hair. Reader. I’ve used every kind of plaster, laser, wax, and
paint-stripper imaginable, some illegal, but I cannot get at the follicles that
lie deep but I have managed to peel half of my face off in the process of
getting there. At least it highlights the fact that beauty is only skin deep.
Of course, Mama had the skin of a Japanese princess – still has. It was now
that we hit an all time low, financially and every other way.


But Mama’s downfall was to be my triumph.


 


On a separate
note, I dreamt of Mr. Brick Shithouse every night during those turbulent times,
Reader. It had been three years since I’d seen him. I couldn’t get away from
the notion that he was still closest to me, closer than my own parents. I
desperately wanted to talk with him, just like old times when he was like an
older brother looking out for me, when he used to bring me plastic cemetery
flowers.
















Mama the Clairvoyant


 


‘Pull over,
Willy!!!’


During the autumn of ’89, Mama teaches me how to sew up holes,
turn-up, take-in, and let-down second-hand clothes we pick up from the Red
Cross. It is during one of these lessons when I look out the window to see what
Mama had gotten so excited about, but all I see is a church and a public toilet
cubicle in front of it on the footpath.


Papa slams on the brakes when he hears Mama’s cries emitting from
somewhere. Houdini, sitting in the passenger seat, ends up in the glove ‘department’.
The jack-knife causes Mama to prick her finger. ‘Where the hell did you learn
to drive?!’ while I tear a new hole in my second-hand Levis jeans...


But it’s the cyclist’s head that’s just come through the caravan’s
rear-window that gets all our attention. Suddenly seeing that man’s confused
bloodied face checking out our interior-deco is surreal, but it’s the cycling
helmet that makes the whole thing even more hilarious and I can’t help myself
from laughing, so hard that I piss myself. 


Mama screams when the cyclist’s head comes through our caravan
window. ‘You’ve made complete shit of our window!!’


I can hear Papa screaming up front, wholesale unadulterated
screaming. The pressure and stress of living on the road comes out in one
agonizing bawl for help. Little do I know that I’m witnessing my own father’s
mental break-down. Funnily enough, we are just minutes from Papa’s childhood
home of Old Castle when the accident happens. I beg to ask myself if Papa has
been subconsciously migrating homeward like the common homing-pigeon, ever so
gently easing inwards on his home migration. As I say, the man is a wreck by
now and a major worrier. Kidnapping our caravan a fortnight ago had tipped the
balance. I slap Papa repeatedly about the head, face, and neck until he stops
roaring. Seeing that I’m the one thinking clearly, I instruct Papa to pull the
Hiace over onto the double yellow line. He momentarily forgets how to change
gear but quickly comes to his senses when Mama threatens to slap him too. He
pulls over the Hiace and caravan, throwing dirty looks at the church as he does
so. 


Papa leaves the Hiace and jogs to the caravan. He catches Mama by
the arm, looking crazed with his rose-tinted glasses and wild false beard still
with toast croutons from this morning. Not only that, Papa has begun to grow
his own beard beneath the false one and it’s nothing but a right bloody mess.
‘Anybody who seeks answers of an alabaster mold is in a whole pile of shit.
You’ve concussed Houdini with your screaming, by the way.’


Mama looks at Papa in an enlightened way, and with a smile, promises
us that she won’t “go whoring, but tinkering instead.” 


I don’t know what that means nor do I know anything about alabaster molds.
Could it be that, perish the thought, Papa is talking about religion and Mama
talking about prostitution? Could it be that they’re confusing the two?  


Mama gets out of the Hiace. ‘God works in mysterious ways, Willy. I
met you, didn’t I?’


‘Yes, yes you did,’ Papa answers back regretfully. ‘He’s almost as
mysterious as the way you work,’ quipping for my ear only. 


I smile back, but the voices are getting stronger in my head by now,
so strong that I have only made out the first few words of Papa’s warning about
a “bastard mole in that hole is a little shit” which doubled for an
alabaster mould is in a whole pile of shit


Mama crosses the road shouting back, ‘If there was a God he or she
wouldn’t have given us tickly feet – the one place that’s not supposed
to be sensitive.’ 


I think about that and I can’t fault the woman’s reasoning but maybe
drought, floods, natural disasters would’ve come to mind first. That’s what I
love about Mama – she hits on a gut level where we all feel it.


With a swing in her wide hips, she disappears down the stone steps
to the derelict public lavatory by the river Arra where we once washed our feet
and underwear. Papa used to compare us to Hindus, washing our saris on the
gnats of the river Ganges. Only a romantic would’ve made such comparisons. Like
I say, he used to say that, but now we are nothing but riverside bums
looking for state hand-outs ... and don’t forget the half-charred remains and
dead dogs that eventually float to the surface. “Everything floats to the
surface eventually” is a phrase that Papa cites more and more often these days.


Papa frowns when he sees Mama bypassing the church, heading for the
public toilets when the nearest tree or high-street rubbish-bin has always
sufficed. Papa fears the worst. ‘Hell in a bucket...’ He fixes his beard on his
chin and pulls it up a little until his complete face is hidden behind the real
human hair of the beard. ‘Nicky’s looking for a quick hit in the draughty
toilets with uninspiring tile-work. She hasn’t turned to God but has turned to
paid sex. Her paid ménages-a-trois has weakened her defences.’


Briefly forgetting that I now speak, I frown instead.


‘Oh...’ Papa seems to see me for the first time. These days, Papa
finds it difficult to distinguish between inner thoughts and actually speaking
them so I pretend that I haven’t heard him.


Anger reeks in his face and beard. He growls, ‘At least charge.’ 


It’s devastating in its simplicity.


But suddenly, Papa’s face brightens. It’s only then that he notices
that the old toilet building has been ripped down and has been replaced by a
futuristic cash-on-slash space cubicle. ‘There’s no way on this planet that
your mother would part with a single penny in order to relieve herself,’ Papa
assures me to reassure himself. And then to convince one of us, adds: ‘She
pissed into a Burger King cup on the way down here.’ He smiles knowingly.
‘Sweet, sweet Nicky, up to her old tricks again. She’s going to coax the
capsule into parting with some of its coins ... with the help of a hammer and
wrench.’ He starts to chuckle and it soon turns into crazy uncontrollable fits
of romantic laughter. 


It is while Willy is laughing and honking the horn that a knock
comes on our caravan door. I stick my head out to see the cyclist who has just
crashed through our back window, blood pumping down his face. I’d almost forgotten
about him. I tap Papa on the shoulder but Papa is in hysterics.


‘Papa…’ I tug on his beard, ‘Papa!’ pulling it down so the hooks
chaff at his ears. 


‘Cabbage!?’


‘There’s a bloody man standing at the door, Papa.’


Papa gets another fit of laughing on hearing this. ‘Why are you so
angry, little Cabbage?’ but sobers up when he sees that there really is a
bloodied individual standing at the back door of the two-tone. ‘Oh,’ he
mutters. Papa makes a deliberate gesture of removing the beard.


 


Readers, at this
notable juncture, academic students might like to draw comparisons between the
removal of Papa’s beard and the removal of my future dead lover’s
racing-helmet. 


 


The injured man
speaks feebly. ‘I would like to speak with – ’ 


‘Yes,’ Papa owns up, ‘I’m the owner of the vehicle. I’ve got my
insurance details right here.’ He reaches into the glove ‘department’ as he’s
done on numerous occasions before and pulls out the best set of fake papers
Mama could find on the street. Papa didn’t ask questions so Mama told no lies:
it’s that kind of relationship: ignorance is bliss in the caravan.


‘No, I don’t want to speak to you. I want to speak to your wife.’


I fire back, ‘She’s not in here – members only.’ I’d picked up that
‘members only’ phrase from one of the dead voices somewhere along the way,
coming in on FM. 


‘Cabbage, please.’ Papa is momentarily confused and wonders if the
cyclist has suffered concussion as the bloodied stranger takes us in with the
whites of his eyes, stark in the scarlet blood. 


‘I was inside, y’know,’ the individual gestures to the church over
his shoulder, ‘looking for some sign that she’s still with me but all I get is
a stiff neck from a draught whistlin’ through the window. It isn’t my Mary
because Mares could whistle like a canary and just as primly.’ 


I imagine his little bird wife whistling in her cage.


He pauses. ‘The beeping horn – or God – led me here to you.’


‘I thought the back wall of our caravan led you to us?’ Striker!
Like I’ve already said: a devil-may-care attitude.


The man momentarily looks at me and turns back to Papa. ‘I believe
you are pilgrims?’ studying the hairline fractures running through his bicycle
helmet. 


Papa comes to his senses, realizing that this man’s wife is staying
full-board at the cemetery at the top of the hill. Papa knows this cemetery
with the twisted cedar pine overlooking the gloomy limestone entrance. He’d
been to several funerals as a child in the same cemetery. ‘Christ, yes, we are
pilgrims,’ pushing his John Lennon specs up on to the literal and metaphorical
bridge of his nose. ‘But maybe I’m more of a new-age traveller, originally from
Old Castle actually…but my other half…’ almost says ‘wife’ ‘is a fully-blown
Romanian gypsy,’ Papa continues with a new-found romantic pride in his voice. 


The bleeding man stands back and really looks at Papa for the first
time with skewbald eyes. ‘Uh-huh, so would you be Willy Moone, then?’ He says
this with an unmistakeable hint of scorn. Obviously, Papa’s name has come up in
conversation in quiet pub corners over the last thirteen years. “He’d always
been a bit odd anyway… And his poor mother n’ father, good people God bless ‘em
… and educated…” 


‘You’re the fella that eloped?’


‘Um? Doesn’t that mean to get married?’


‘Normally, yes.’


‘We’re not married.’


‘Living in sin?’


Papa thinks about this. ‘I s’pose I am.’


‘Your daughter was born under a head of cabbage, I’m led to
believe?’ 


He says this and looks me up and down as if looking for hints of a
cabbage and I resent the accusation. 


‘But I’m not wet ‘round the ears, ‘kay!’ I have decided that I don’t
care all that much for the gory stranger. Don’t ask me why, call it sixth
sense.


Papa apologises for my outburst and blames it on my fiery gypsy
blood.


‘And that gypsy blood?’ the man asks with undeniable hope in his
voice. ‘It comes from your wife? Obviously it doesn’t come from you – I know
your folks, Bill and Celia, such good, good hard-working decent normal
people.’


Papa probably thinks: Everything I’m not...


‘Never had a holiday in their lives.’


‘Father has a fear of flying since that aeroplane crashed into his
bedroom.’


‘I’m not trying to start an argument.’ Treading finely, the bloodied
stranger adds ominously, ‘I need gypsy blood. It’s my only hope.’


‘This isn’t a cattle mart,’ I willingly intervene, which I think is
quite clever. ‘What are you planning?’ A real cheeky grin on me now. ‘A
transfusion?’ What has gotten into me? I’m a rebel with a cause, that’s what
has gotten into me. ‘Frankengypsy? Of course she’s got gypsy blood!’ I’m
revelling in my raucous irreverence. I’m sweet sixteen but there ain’t much
sweetness.


Papa doesn’t know which way to turn. 


I continue my barrage. ‘She’s a bloody gypsy like I’m a half-gypsy –
keyword gypsy. Haven’t you heard a word Papa’s just said to yooou?
Have a little respect. He’s a romantic.’


Papa laughs off my verbal attack by patting me on the head but
sobers up when the stranger tells him that he wants to avail of Mama’s gift.


I knew Mama had a gift! It’s the same gift I have! But why didn’t
she want to tell me? Now everything makes sense… 


Papa grows cautious and finds himself reaching for his fake
real-hair beard. ‘Those days are behind us. Though,’ he reminisces, ‘I admit
that I did have a good time.’ Papa cannot bring himself to look at the man,
instead glancing across the street at the space capsule and witnesses his wife
in a trance-like truffle-shuffle, pole-dancing the broken traffic-light right
there on Bridge Street while frenziedly mumbling something to herself with the
whites of her eyes showing. Papa continues in his reminiscing romantic way,
‘but everything floats to the surface eventually.’ Papa speaks from the heart
only like a true romantic would.


‘Huh? Eh…?’ The injured cyclist looks mortified, heightened by the
blood caked to his face.


Mama crosses back over the street and half-salutes the individual
standing by our Hiace. ‘I have offered a special Carpathian dance and prayer to
the God of destiny and good fortune.’


‘Huh?’ asks the individual again, ‘eh?’ beginning to look a little
scared now.


‘Right-place-at-the-right-time God,’ Mama clarifies. 


The man smiles knowingly and nods. ‘It looks like your pagan God has
also been looking down on me, Missus – Miss,’ throwing Papa an unimpressed
glance. ‘I would’ve never found my Mary if it wasn’t for your husband’s horn.’ 


Mama skitters in her Romanian accent. ‘It brings good luck!’


Papa blooms the same colour as his specs and bares his teeth in a
confused way. The smutty joke has gone astray on me because I’m picking up on
something else now: the short-wave radio in my head has begun to single out a
ghostly warbled voice. 


Clearly the stranger has been swept off his feet, literally, by his
good fortune. ‘I would like you to contact my Mary,’ he asks Mama. ‘Can you
make that possible? I’ve been sittin’ inside in that dreary place for two
years,’ gesturing at the church with his cracked helmet, ‘and all I’ve gotten
are buckled knees and, God forgive me for saying it, piles.’


‘Piles of what?’ Mama asks in earnest.


Papa cuts in, explaining that, in this case, ‘piles’ isn’t a
quantity word but a medical term which he will later explain. ‘However my wife
will conjure up your wife.’ The thoughts of Nicky speaking with the dead is
such a beautiful thing, thinks Papa, until he hears Mama snap Don’t call me
Nicky! ... in his head. He begins to fall in love with Mama all over again,
though he fell hard the first time. Suddenly there seems to be a way out of our
financial shortcomings. Everything has been leading up to this because if
anybody has a connection with the dead then Mama has. Don’t the roaming gypsy
clans have a special relationship with the next world? Papa giggles to himself
and the bloody stranger frowns. ‘No,’ Papa answers, ‘I’m just thinking that
this is the second time that a bloody cyclist has had an epiphany in the
presence of Mama.’


Mama smiles and feigns abashment. 


But it is I, Valentina Cabbage, who is the most ecstatic because now
I understood that it is Mama who has handed me down the gift of being
able to speak with the dead. Now I understand that the voices I’m hearing are
the same voices Mama hears even though she pretends not to hear them. A clue to
this might be my first-class delivery service to a London mental asylum. For
some reason, Mama doesn’t want to own up to the fact that I speak with the
afterlife because Mama speaks with the afterlife.


 


Reader, it is
fundamental at this stage of our journey to know that when I say ‘speak’ to the
dead, I really mean the dead speaking to me. Up until now, I’ve just been a
sort of antenna. I’d never conversed with a spirit, never gave it a second
thought because that’s just how things were. I was a listener during my earlier
days and became used to the celestial mumblings. Never once did it dawn on me
to answer back. But all that was about to change because up to now, I’d never
seen a ghost (except Mr. Brick Shithouse, but he’s my guardian angel). Perhaps
I did answer back but only in mind. After all, I was mute for most of my youth.
All I know is that I was having clear conversations with Mr. Brick but I can’t
ever recall having conversations with actual phantasms. Isn’t that curious,
Reader? I know in my heart and soul that I spoke with Mr. Brick like I’m
speaking to you now but I can’t ever remember talking to a spirit. Until now...



 


‘Conjure up?’
asks the cyclist with incredulity, ‘Conjure up??’ The damaged man looks
offended beneath the blood. ‘Oh, no, that sounds much too sinister. She won’t
have to conjure up anybody; Mary was a quiet woman with normal tastes. She
liked gardening, reading thrillers, and lived a little on Saturday night
piecing jigsaws together.’


‘Uh-huh, I think your dead wife is coming through already. Now, all
we have to do is tune her in. My selective deafness will do the rest. I’ve got
the ears of a cock spaniel.’ 


The man glances cautiously at Mama’s ears half-hidden beneath her
head-scarf as she takes his hands in hers and leads him inside the caravan,
blessing the entrance as they pass. 


 


Reader, I don’t
think I will ever forget this excitement and mystery and the element of
foreboding. Finally, finally, I know Mama. I knew that there had
to be a connection between us because I haven’t felt any special link with her
but now I see that she really is my mother. I follow Mama and the sad man into
the caravan but realize now that I shouldn’t have because I’m on the verge of
the biggest let-down of my childhood. Almost as damaging as when I eventually
found out that the tooth fairy doesn’t take loose change from your pockets for
his service but actually gives it.
















Fiasco


 


Mama sits the
man (we know him simply as Dan because of legal implications) on the same
balding seat where Mama had engaged in paid sexual acts not long before. She
really had worn that cushion with all that friction.


‘Cabbage,’ Mama commands, ‘you sit where I can keep an eye on you.’


For some reason, Mama is cagey.


‘Dan, place your hands on the chipboard fold-up-down table, please,
opened and facing upwards to the heavens.’ 


Before taking his hands in hers, Mama makes some peculiar hand
signals around her ears, as if she’s cleaning them out with invisible cotton
buds. I giggle profusely because the blood on Dan’s face hasn’t touched his
eye-lids and Dan, with his eyes shut tight, looks as if he still has his eyes
opened in a weird way. 


As Mama hums and cackles inhumane noises, she throws me dirty looks,
thinking that I’m laughing at her. Now I’m helpless against the laughter and
piss myself before I know what’s happened. Mama spots this (the growing stain,
not my giggle). ‘Please, Dan, close your eyes and imagine your mind as a blank
wall. I don’t want you to think of anything.’ If looks could kill… 


I try to lip-synch that I’m not laughing at her, but at Dan’s silly
face. That failing, I take a deep breath and put my energy into summoning up
whatever Mama’s summoning up.


Dan’s confused. ‘Um, do you want me to think of the blank wall? I
mean, if I’m not to think of anything...’


Mama grits her teeth. ‘Just imagine that,’ at this point she mimes fucking
‘wall but forget everything else. Can you see that white’ fucking
‘wall?’


‘No, it’s red brick – my house’


Mama’s nostrils flare. ‘Whatever works for you, Mr. Dan. Now, my
selectively deaf ears are tuned in. Let’s welcome your wife to the, um,
plateau.’ 


Dan opens his eyes but Mama ceremoniously closes them again as if he
has just passed away. ‘Focus on your dead wife’s face, Mr. Dan. I plead you to
focus on your wife’s dead face highlighted against that wall.’


Dan delves further. ‘Like a passport photograph?’


‘Whatever works.’ Mama’s got her fist at his face, but he thankfully
doesn’t see it.


Now I’m thinking that if Dan’s face was set against that red wall he
speaks of then nobody would see him, but just his closed white eyes. The blood
has turned copper-red and would provide perfect camouflage set in relief
against his house –


Without warning, I experience an inexplicable warmness. Mr. Brick
Shithouse is close, I’m sure of it. I’m getting that tea-cupboard vibe and my
eyes slip upwards to the cupboard in question above my head. Why would Mr
Shithouse appear now?


Mama rolls her eyes in her head and hums, and then blesses the
chipboard dinner table … the gas cooker … and the broken super-ser heater ...
the litter of pups that have somehow gathered in the corner by Papa’s
metal-detector ... Houdini aka Rashers snorting as he sleeps. It’s quite a
general blessing. I’m ecstatic to see Mama facing up to the amazing gift she
has handed down to me. Why had she been afraid to show it? I must admit, I’m
impressed by her theatrics. 


Mama probes, ‘She was a caring woman – a very caring woman, yes?’


‘Yes, yes, she was.’ Dan is trembling now.


‘Very caring. Yes?’


‘Yes! Yes!’ 


‘She rustled up a mean plate of, um, cabbage ‘n bacon...’ Mama’s on
fire.


Dan makes a little whimper. ‘How do you know so much?’


It’s the national dish of Ireland but that knowledge doesn’t enter
the equation.


‘Come, come…’ Mama coaxes the spirit of the dead woman, her eyes
staring dead-eyed and mechanically into the air like a blind woman, ‘show
yourself, don’t be afraid. We’re the ones that should be afraid – you’re dead.’



She actually says this which even I think is a little insensitive. 


‘Ah, yes,’ Mama gasps for effect, ‘now she’s coming to me. Maria had
unusual fingers.’ 


‘Mary?’ Dan frowns and shakes his head adamantly but doesn’t dare
open his eyes for fear of seeing his Mary. ‘Ten fingers ‘n toes, nothing
unusual ‘bout that though her uncle did have a missing – ’ 


Mama exasperates, ‘The colour ... they’re green! The woman’s got
green fingers. Does this mean anything to you?’


I see how Dan lip-synchs green-fingers and his eyes open up wide. ‘I
called her Green-Fingers because she loved gardening! Sometimes she really did
have green fingers if she had done the weeding without gloves!!’ Dan goes about
blessing himself, but throws that out the same window he’d just come through. 


‘That’s probably why,’ Mama responds deftly. ‘Your wife has come to
the plateau in the shape of a metaphor.’  What?? ‘Wait, shush, I’m
getting something else now…’ Mama screws up her face so much that she looks as
if she’s having a hard time in the bathroom and I feel her pain. Dan blinks
before squeezing his lids shut again, sending me into another snorting fit of
laughter while Mama’s eye-daggers narrowly miss me. 


‘What is it? What?!’ The individual named Dan for legal purposes
probes. He can barely stay sitting. ‘What do you see, gypsy?! Sorry, I didn’t,
um, mean to –’


‘I see a woman sitting by the fire at night with two, sometimes
three, empty bottles of wine by her side and a good book.’


Dan nods, smiles, and affirms, ‘She liked a tipple.’ 


Mama responds, ‘Nobody’s perfect. And she read romantic comedies?
Yes?’


Our visitor becomes perplexed. ‘Mary was deeper than that… She was a
thinker. That’s why she drank so much.’


I briefly glimpse Mama cursing to herself in Romanian tongue. ‘Dark
novels, I see, mysteries and suspense of the highest order… blood ‘n gore not
rom-coms.’


‘Jesus, Mary, ‘n Joseph ‘n all the saints!’ Dan begins chopping at
the air, now really blessing himself in what can only be described as martial
art. 


Houdini begins to snort from his corner and his little pig’s
trotters begin to jerk and run as he sleeps. He senses something is up in the
caravan... And now the parish-pups are whining and clinging to their
three-legged mother’s dugs like there’s no tomorrow. Can it be that the animals
sense danger?


Dan the damaged cyclist delves further. ‘How do you know so much
about my Mares?’


‘Because Maria’s sitting next to you, Dan. Right here in this
two-tone mobile-home; our time-travel machine that’s breaking all the speed
limits between two alternate worlds.’ 


Wow, what a line, but it’s a caravan. 


‘She’s close by, I can feel her. That sudden spike in cold air
signals her arrival through the vortex.’


I observe, ‘But that draught is coming through the new hole in the
window, Mama.’


Mama mimes a knife hacking at my neck before following it up with a
spray of imaginary pellets coming at me from the wrong end of a double-barrel
shotgun. ‘Yes, Cabbage, but the broken window is a metaphor for the vortex.’


What?


If anything, the temperature goes up in the caravan...


Dan asks, ‘Where is she?’ 


Now, I hear a voice, profound and pronounced, from the other voices
in my head. It’s so clear that I look around the two-tone, expecting that
somebody else belonging to the bloody cyclist has just arrived. 


‘Hello, what’s your name?’


I know by the tone of voice that the question is aimed at me the way
adults speak an octave higher to kids. I had subconsciously heard the soft
question several times during the last few minutes but now it’s up close and
personal.


‘Where is Mares?’


‘Around.’ At this point, Mama doesn’t specify to her left or right.
She is still throwing her middle finger at me and playing charades with the
variety of deaths she will offer me after the séance.


The lights dim, go out, and come back on.


I hear Papa up front breaking out into a litany of profanities aimed
at the generator while Dan almost suffers a stroke. ‘Aagh! She’s here! This is
a sign if I’ve ever seen one!!’ and more erratic praying while Mama’s just
about to curse the generator like Papa, but openly thanks it instead and brews
herself up into a pained whining mantra…


My life changes during this series of unfortunate events... Sometime
during the brief moment of darkness, a woman has come to join us. The uninvited
guest (but she’s not uninvited because Mama invited her, didn’t she?)
materializes in the caravan, though not as dramatic as Dan’s entrance. The
wispy-looking lady appears a tad startled and flustered, as if she’s just been
on the Underground at rush-hour. She looks at me directly. ‘My name’s Mary. And
you?’ All she’s got is snow in her make-up bag judging by her colour.


Instantly I recognize the voice that I’d just been hearing in my
head.


The stranger speaks to me. ‘Why did you bring me here? I don’t want
to be here.’


‘Huh?’


‘You called me.’


‘Mama called you…’


‘Who’s Mama?’


I nod at Mama who is calling out for Mary with the whites of her
eyes.


‘No offence but your mama looks a bottle short of a six-pack. That’s
not the voice that beckoned me; it was your voice. I didn’t necessarily
want to come, but your voice was so strong that I couldn’t resist.’ She says
this softly but there’s an undeniable underlying harshness there too. ‘Sorry,
you didn’t give me your name?’


I can see her, plain as I can see Mama and Dan, but I’m not afraid. Mary
has a big silver-white bee-hive that seems to reach to the low ceiling of the
two-tone caravan and extraordinary kind blue eyes. She has an enormous pair of balloons
as Mama says and isn’t afraid to show off a little cleavage which begs me to
question where the dead stand morally. Do sins of the flesh exist on the other
side? 


 


Reader, I’ve
gained enough experience by now to know that there are few sins on the other
side. The dead party till the dead-hour. Let me put it to you this way: imagine
anything that you would love to try but don’t have the guts to do because you
know it would hurt others. The dead don’t take these considerations into
consideration. They make up for lost time and have no regrets and live-dead way
past the driving limit.


 


‘Cabbage,’ I
answer, ‘my name is Valentina Cabbage Moone. Mama and Papa aren’t married, but
I took Papa’s surname cos it’s easier to pronounce, come to think of it, I
don’t even know Mama’s surname. Also, there was a full-moon the night I was
born in the cabbage patch. And it was Mama that called you, not me. I just hear
voices…’ 


Mama’s head and eyes flit about the caravan as if tracking the path
of a common housefly. ‘Who … Who’re you talking to dear?’ She flashes a rictus
smile at Dan who is blissfully oblivious.


I answer Mama. ‘Mary.’


Mama laughs this off but shoots second glances at me. Why would she
look so concerned? She’s speaking to the same ghost after all.


‘Do you realize how much energy it takes to manifest?’ asks Mary and
I’m not sure I’m supposed to answer. ‘A hamster on a wheel has more juice than
that thing you’ve got outside there.’ Referring to the generator I presume.
‘What idiot said things get easier after you die?’ Our new guest suddenly spots
Dan sitting at her side. ‘Oh shit, he’s here. Isn’t it a small world.’
She makes to evaporate, but I reach out into the hazy gauze that exists between
our worlds and lock onto her upper-arm before she’s gone. ‘He’s here to see
you.’


‘If he thinks I’ve come here to talk to him then he’s got another
thing coming. I’ve come to say hi to you, Cabbage.’ Mary looks at me and
wiggles her gnarled arthritic fingers and scrunches her nose at me. I notice
that Mary has a nose like Rudolph, bulbous, glowing red and swollen with broken
capillaries. Mary tells me that ‘It’s our policy not to engage in conversation
with those that we’ve left behind. The dead are born again and want to live
that way. Meeting another person from another life can only be a mild sense
déjà vu and nothing else. It’s God’s way of letting us start again. If you were
to pass your husband-for-thirty-years on a street in the next life, you might
think his face is kind’ve familiar.’ She reams this off as if she’d been told
it numerous times.


Even at my impressionable age, this notion fills me with emptiness,
and a pang of sadness plus an element of so-who-needs-golden-anniversaries?


Mary continues, but now the formalities have been left behind and
I’m picking up on a subtle threat in her tone. ‘Anyway, he played around so his
conscience is starting to get the better of him, nothing to do with me yet here
I am. That’s why he’s here to speak with me – to apologize for his
infidelities.’


 


To the students
among you, you might like to draw comparisons between my first visual ghost,
Mary, and my future dead lover Marty Magma Molloy (beginning with M also) whose
living wife contacted me to discern, through a séance, if the rumours
concerning her dead husband’s conquests on and off the track were true or
merely malicious gossip.


 


According to
Mary, “Dan” played around. I want to ask which games did he play but Mary stops
my line of thought by asking me, ‘What’s happening in the world of politics? I always
wanted to study politics, but I ended up a housewife.’ She pulls a tumbler of
clear liquid from her beehive, and then another, offering it to me. Without
even sniffing it, I gulp it down. Mama doesn’t seem to notice this. 


‘Spirits, get it?’ Mary puffs out her cheeks before letting out a
hearty guffaw.


The naughty taste of alcohol warms my soul and I know now that my
first ever under-age drink has just been offered to me by a ghost. I’ve never
tasted anything so delicious. Yes, there’s a hell of a backfire, but the
burning in my mouth coupled with my numb tongue makes it all the more exciting.
Is this normal? I don’t know. I don’t have contact with the outside world; I
don’t have school-friends, all I’ve got is M&M’s home-schooling and Mama
who is difficult to get to know and Papa who I know too well. ‘I don’t know
anything about politics,’ I answer back, ‘though Papa says that politicians and
especially royalty are worse than gypsies cos they sponge a lot more off the
state and do nothing for it which is the worst kind of beggar. Papa’s a
romantic.’ I say this as if it justifies everything. 


Mama looks at me as if she’s going to send me back to the asylum ...
but the glint of worry doesn’t escape me either. I cannot see what she sees.
Has she spotted the tumbler in my hand? I presume so, if she can see what I
see. She will take it up with me later, I’m sure. For now, she’s more concerned
about pocketing some cash and I can’t blame her. I know she’s only trying to
find cash for her family – to keep us together. And what’s better than making
money with her innate talents. Then again, maybe that’s not such a good idea. She’s
an enigma, what can I say?


‘I’m getting an image of Maria,’ Mama announces. ‘She’s got a kind
face, yes. Extra special?’


‘Yes!’


Reader, even a blind dog sniffs out a bone every now and again, but
not for a moment do I doubt Mama’s credulity.


Dan nods emphatically and reaches for a Kleenex. ‘She was a woman
and a half.’ 


‘Yes, our Maria did enjoy her full Irish breakfasts.’


‘No, I mean, she was an amazing woman.’ Dan reaches out in front of
him, eyes closed. ‘Where is she? I want to touch her...’


‘He wants to touch me?’ Mary repeats incredulously. ‘He had enough
chances when I was alive...’


‘She’s sitting to your left,’ Mama tells him. 


BANG! First mistake…


I don’t know why she says that because Mary is sitting on Dan’s
right. My head feels a little fuzzy after the drink, but not disorientated.


‘Kind and caring,’ adds Mama by default. ‘She’s got fuzzy black
hair.’


Dan pauses and frowns as I do. I’m beginning to see chinks in the
foundation I have come to call Mama.


Mama back-tracks. ‘Um, before she changed it to…’


I cut in. ‘Silver!’ I’m not sure why I run in to save Mama, maybe
because I know she’s doing this for us. However, my subconscious is beginning
to whisper in my ear regarding Mama’s role in this growing fiasco.


‘Yes,’ says Dan and Mama almost falls off her seat. Who’s doing the
drinking here? ‘Your daughter also has the gift,’ Dan comments. ‘Mary let her
hair go to root early in life and she sported a bee-hive that actually confused
bees.’ He chuckles, but the whites of Dan’s lids stare blankly back at me.


Mama stares at me in amazement. ‘Grey hair, Cabbage, have a
little respect.’ She can’t keep her startled expression off me. I get the
feeling that Mama’s actually looking at me for the first time since I appeared
between her legs in that cabbage-patch. I know that seems a little harsh, but
it really does seem like I’ve been just an extra passenger during the
intervening years.


‘No, the child’s right. Mares did have a head of snow-white hair.’
Dan concedes and after some hesitation, explains, ‘It started out as a
practical joke. Mares shaved my head one night after a feed of liquor – me not
her. She was a saint and drank blessed water from that church’s font – except
at the weekend. Dan reminisces. ‘She had a great sense of humour. We used to
have this colonic irrigation joke but I won’t go into it now.’


Mama agrees. ‘Now is not the place.’ 


I clock Mary sticking her finger down her throat and gagging her
disgust for my approval. ‘Pardon my French but he’s full o’ shit. The only time
I stepped into a church was for a funeral – my own. I didn’t have a say in the
matter.’ She then produces two more tumblers of the clear liquid-fire from her
bee-hive. I take a glass without hesitation and knock it back in one and feel
myself light up like a pin-ball machine. I’m starting to feel tipsy and it’s
the best feeling in the world; drunk on otherworldly liquor.


Dan trails off. ‘So, to get even after she shaved my head, I
bleached her hair while she slept – my peroxide blonde.’ Dan’s chin begins to
jitter and a tremble seeps into his voice. ‘Only the fright she got in the
mirror that morning had permanently turned her “shock-white” those were the
words Dr. McCoy used. Ironic.’ 


I begin to feel an intense pain somewhere in my innards and I know
it’s nothing to do with the two tumblers I’ve just drunk. 


 


Reader, I have
since had hundreds of pains in every part of my body when I’m in the proximity
of a ghost. Their dying ailment normally rubs off on me. The following symptoms
are just a selection of what I’ve inadvertently suffered as a result of my
clairvoyance:


Impromptu neck cramp and click = Broken neck.


Sudden severe cough and wheezy = Lung Cancer.


Out-of-nowhere headache = Massive Brain Haemorrhage.


Deep-throat Gargling sensation = Drowning.


Out-of-the-blue desperate uncontrollable crotch itch = STD.


    The list goes on. Magnify these symptoms under a microscope to
experience the intense heady pains of a murder victim. If I don’t suffer any
impromptu ailment, it is because the living shell of the spirit had passed away
peacefully in the night. Reader, I never found out Mary’s cause of death but my
gut says something in the stomach.


 


Mama
side-glances me and continues giving Dan wrong information about Mary. From the
corner of her vision, she watches me down the tumbler. What the fuck are you
doing? This is no time for charades she lip-synchs during verses of her
mantra-chant. Her reaction is confusing. She doesn’t mention the actual tumbler
of alcohol that I’ve just downed nor asks where I’d gotten the tumbler in the
first place. Mama and Papa keep a minimalist drinks cabinet next to the tea ‘n
biscuits cupboard. That explains the alcohol but they drink from the nearest
vessel that will hold liquid: bean tins etc, certainly no fancy tumblers.


Meanwhile, Dan is blubbering past memories, but Mama intervenes.
‘I’ll have to ask you to stop talking now, Dan. Maria wants to say something to
you.’ 


Dan raises his head and peeks at us both.


‘She wants to say sorry for the … fire?’ Mama utters “fire”
as if it were the last word on this planet that she was thinking of in that
moment. Little do I know that Mama’s intuition is beginning to kick in. You can
say a lot of things about Mama (and people have, believe me) but her gut
instinct has always been her compass. By now, I’m seriously beginning to see
incongruities in Mama’s speaking-with-the-dead routine but she’s got a sharp
intuition built up by many years of roughing it across Europe. She’s got the
experience of ten women her age.


Mary’s spirit gags on her drink, ‘What? What’s he saying?! I’m not
the one who needs to apologise! He was the one playing games. I’m not sorry!
Who is that imposter?’


‘Um, that’s Mama.’


‘Well, why is she here?’


‘Your husband wanted Mama to contact you on his behalf. Mama speaks
with the dead.’


‘Horse-shit, pardon my French, but that’s bullshit right there.’ 


I’m beginning to like Mary when shouts and yells come from outside
the caravan. Wild thumping comes on the door.


Mama yells back, ‘I’m conducting a goddamn séance in here! We’ve got
his dead wife on the line!’  Mama doesn’t have Dan’s best existential interests
at heart. She’s sniffing at the air dramatically like a she-wolf looking for
her stricken cubs. You can say a lot of things about Mama but you cannot fault
her capability for the dramatic. That stint she worked as a film extra, faking
orgasms on the underground porn circuit in Bucharest has done miracles for her
acting skills… 


The acrid stench of burning plastic is starting to seep into my
nostrils and I am no longer certain what is coming from the spirit world and
the real world.  


‘I can smell a fire,’ warns Dan, adding ‘hot fire,’ to
emphasise the seriousness of the fire. Even behind the blood, a sudden
expression of realization and dread overshadows his blood-soaked features. ‘My
God! T’was Mares who lit that fire!’ Dan’s lids open, revealing ogling eyes.
‘She’s here with us!’ Dan, by now, is a bubbling heap. ‘You blamed me for that
fire! The insurance blamed me! The judge blamed me and I was buggered ‘n
blighted in Limerick Prison!’ 


Huh? What’s happening? So where’s the fire coming from?


Mary pours herself another drink from her bee-hive with a defiant
look on her pale guilty face and fiddles around for something else in her
sprayed-perfect bee-hive. What treasures and trinkets she keeps in there, I
will never know.


‘Well, what did he expect in return for his games and skulduggery? A
medal?’


I ask ‘You lit the fire?’ not sure if I say it aloud or just in my
head.


‘I never meant for him to end up in jail.’ She produces something
from her bee-hive. ‘I keep it as a souvenir, to remind myself every day why I
did it.’ She flashes a dented silver cigarette-lighter at me. ‘I tried not to
make it look like an accident just to get back at him. I siphoned seven gallons
of petrol from the lawnmower and poured it down the chimney like some demented
Santa Claus demon. Poof!’


The stench of alcohol puffs in my face but it doesn’t bother me
because Mama was right about the fire!  She mentioned it before any confessions
came. I can’t believe it! She really is a clairvoyant after all! She has handed
her gift down to me! There was a moment there when I was beginning to doubt her
abilities.


 ‘We never made love again because I had been scarred in that
jail! Mary, show yourself, you bitch! How dare you, Mary!’ Dan gets to his
feet and peers into thin air, puce raw and clenched fists. Suddenly things are
out of control. ‘I’ve been carrying ‘round that shame with me all this time and
it was you?! Show yourself, Mares! I demand you show yourself!!’


Mama looks to her right and asks Mary sitting on Dan’s left if she
has anything to add. I’m confused now. Mama’s carrying on as if she can’t see
Mary.


The caravan door is wrenched open and Papa sticks his head in.
‘Unless you want four ghosts in here, I’d advise you all to get out! The
van’s on fire!!’


Dan, in a state of mild delirium, adds ‘Oh, that’ll be Mary’s doing.
She likes playing with matches. Fucking kleptomaniac! Spontaneous combustion –
oh, that’ll be Mares…!’ 


The smoking engine of the Hiace is working as a subliminal message.
Mama is in the right place at the right time, just like she had said, idolising
her right-place-at-the-right-time pagan god. The early fumes had caused her to
mention fire and as luck has it, fire is something on everybody’s agenda this evening.


Mama continues on auto-pilot. ‘Maria says she’s
sorry and this is what she has come to say today.’


‘Poppycock!’ disputes Mary and by now she’s slurring and things are
getting messy, besides the fact that we’re on fire. All the animals have
migrated from the caravan with their keen sixth-sense of smell.


‘Maria wants you to know that she is sorry –’


Mary screams from her empty lungs. ‘Nope! No she isn’t!! Maaaria
is anything but sorry! D’ya think I made a mistake by climbing up a ladder and
pouring a can of petrol down the chimney?!’ And then she buries her
wistful face in her hands and cries long sobbing moans that stand the hairs on
the back of my neck and other parts of my body where there shouldn’t be hair.
‘Maybe it waaas!’ At this point, even Mama and Dan cock their heads as
if they’ve just heard something far-off and now Mama’s looking paler than usual
despite the growing heat in our two-tone caravan.


‘I’m not sorry for anything,’ Mary laments from the fires of Hell,
‘but I never wanted Dan to go to prison to be blighted ‘n beggared!’


‘I think he said buggered…’ Nothing adds up. Yes, Mama seems to have
struck lucky with the fire but she can’t see Mary, that’s obvious, and she
couldn’t describe her earlier. Now I know Mama’s random comment on “fire” to be
an outstanding blind shot in the dark, but Mama always had the luck of the
gypsy, if nothing else. With a heavy heart, I realize that Mama can no more
speak with the Dead than the tooth fairy can. I scream in Mary’s defence:
‘Mary’s sorry that Dan ended up in prison but not for starting the fire!! He
was playing haaangmaaan!!’


This last addition seems to confuse Dan. He demonstrates this by
wiping blood from his eyes. ‘Hangman? We might’ve played a round of snap
on Sunday evening but I don’t recall hangman…’


Mama snaps at Dan. ‘Don’t listen to a word – she was born in a
cabbage patch.’ Then she stares me down. ‘Cabbage! You don’t know what Maria’s
saying! How would you? You’re half-gypsy! You don’t have the gift… You
lack gypsy blood. You’ve got more cabbage and Papa running through your
veins!!’


That hurt. ‘Oh, here we go again with the half-gypsy inadequacies.’ 


‘Cabbage!’


‘It’s your answer for everything, Mama.’ Undeterred, I continue
speaking to Dan in one desperate yearning to be heard. ‘Mary let you take the
blame for the fire to pay you back for,’ I glance at despondent Mary who lips
the words as I say them: ‘the games you played while she was working down at
the fish ‘n chip shop handing out … battered sausages.’


Mama notices the colour drop from Dan’s face despite the blood
covering it. There’s no doubting that her daughter has hit a nerve. 


Dan holds out his trembling hand. ‘Water … I need water.’


Fear, excitement, and something else is simultaneously etched into
Mama’s face as she accidentally discovers a child-prodigy through her own
shenanigans. ‘God does work in mysterious ways…’ is all she can manage to
utter, over and over again, waving her clasped hands at the ceiling of the
two-tone while poisonous smoke tendrils creep in on draughts through cracks.
‘He or She has taken the scenic route, but we have ended back at the same
destination… Mama always said go big or go home.’ 


‘Water … Jesus … Somebody… Will somebody just gimme a simple bloody
glass a’ water!’ Dan stumbles back and forth in shock and I fear for his life.
I pass him a bottle of stale water and he guzzles it down, splashing his face
also. ‘You’re a very special girl, y’know that?’ Dan passes out.


I don’t know that I’m special, but I feel all warm inside and it’s
in no way related to the blazing Hiace. I’ve never heard anything so beautiful.
I don’t know if it was his fractious meeting with his dead wife or his loss of
blood due to his cycling through our back window, but I will hold Dan forever
in my heart. I’m so overcome with emotion that I home in and land a bloody
smacker on unconscious Dan’s bloodied cheek, leaving a natural pale lip-stick
kiss; quite apt considering circumstances.


‘Are we quits?’ Dan comes to and asks the cupboards overhead from
the floor of curling linoleum. ‘Mares, are we even? Now that death has done us
part? Please say you forgive me and I’ll forget this ever happened. Or have you
come to set fire to this establishment too to finally finish me off?’


‘Hint, hint: till death do us part,’ Mary answers back, ‘you said it
not me…’ Then, in a wan voice, she announces: ‘I want to put this fire out once
and for all... please don’t come looking for me again, Cabbage,’ and fizzles
out into a thousand grains of sand and leaves the two-tone with the sound of
air being let out of one of our tyres which I’ve heard numerous times.


Sadness grips me, knowing that love doesn’t last forever, not even
in death. Also, the vague threat in Mary’s voice is a little disconcerting… 


 


But I soon
forget that, Reader.


 


So, with a heavy
heart, and hazardous fumes in my nostrils, I repeat Mary’s words for Dan’s
benefit. By now, Mama is just a speechless spectator for the first time in her
life.


‘Mary?!’ Dan is desperate and I really feel for the poor bastard. ‘I
need your word, Mares. I don’t have many years left in me…’


‘Especially if you keep coming through our back-window unannounced,’
I add, still taking no prisoners. ‘Mary says that she wants to put out the
fire… Not sure if that’s literally or metaphorically…’


Dan sighs, ‘I think it might be figuratively.’


Papa screams in the window, ‘I second that! OUT!!’ I see him through
the window, holding various animals aloft for fear of them catching fire.


Mary has left, but I can’t leave Dan in such a state of outright
desperation so I decide to add a consolation prize. ‘Um, Mary forgives you and
hopes that they at least gave you a warm welcome in the jail and she hopes, um,
that you made lots of friends in the prison.’ It’s a white lie because Mary did
say this, but to less effect: it’s called selling.


Dan mutters. ‘Yes, Cabbage: prison diplomacy. It’s called offering
the newcomer a very warm welcome. You can tell Mares that I made lots of
friends at two in the morning on the first night and continued making friends
in the back of the laundry room and if I didn’t make friends there they would
shove me into an industrial tumble-dryer and spin me around a few times until I
was dizzy enough to make lots of friends at the same time.’ In conclusion, ‘So,
yes, Cabbage, I made lots of midnight friends and though we are no longer in
contact, I still think about them every single day … especially when the lights
go out. But the sweetest of all is during the festive season when delinquent
choirs gather outside my house to sing The Little Bummer Boy ... pa-rum-pum-pum-pum,
me and my bum...’ 


I fail to see what any of this has got to do with Christmas or
prison. 


Barely visible in the smoke wafting from the Hiace’s engine, Dan
gets unsteadily to his feet, coughing and spluttering as the toxic fumes
intensify with the blood that has congealed on his face. Not thinking clearly,
he stuffs a fifty into my ear then he silently swops the two-tone caravan for
the rain falling outside. Dan doffs his hat, even though he isn’t wearing one,
and stumbles away into the rain, not bothering to pick up his buckled bicycle.
But he leaves with answers instead; answers that he probably doesn’t like all
that much, but now the score is settled.


When Dan leaves, Mama begins making an excited high-pitched shrill,
leaping up and down and managing to drive her left foot through the rotten
floor of the two-tone. She’s ecstatic at my revelation. She prays hard ‘n fast
to her pagan gods, thanking them for delivering upon her a prodigy child or
child prodigy. Mama quickly snaps the fifty from my head and stuffs it, like so
many things, into her cleavage. 


‘Hey, that’s mine!’ I protest. ‘I did all the work!! And you didn’t
see that woman at all, did you! You just pretended to get money from that poor
man. You knew he was desperate and you preyed on his weakness.’ 


‘Stop being such a goody two-shoes, Cabbage. We’re broke and broken
people will do anything to repair themselves. If that means meeting people
stupid enough to give away money then bring on the Super-Glue! Politicians are
doing it every day of the week!!’


She has a point but one can’t possibly be wrong when being compared
to politicians. ‘That’s my money, Mama. I did the work.’


‘Yes, but I brought it to you with my right-place-at-the-right-time
pagan gods. Now get out. We’re on fire.’


It’s the beginning and end of my life. An omen? Perhaps, but
certainly an outstanding blind shot in the dark, but Mama always had the luck
and survival instinct of the gypsy. Everything has come together for Mama to
pull off what must be one of the world’s greatest mistake hoaxes. The fire has
clinched the deal. It saddens my heart because, up until this point, I’ve
believed that Mama had the gift; Mama, my luck-dragon. To this day, I don’t
know how that fire started.


 


A tragic figure,
but Dan was my first client, Reader. Now in retrospect, Mary was the
real victim because I brought her forward against her will. She was my first
conquest…
















Prodigy Child 


‘Nicky, the
van’s on fire!’ 


‘Fuck the van, Willy! We got ourselves a prodigy child!’ 


‘Huh?’ Papa has lost reason by now and is doing a native Indian
rain-dance around the pair of coffins he’d removed from the back of the
Hiace.    


‘More to the point: where are we gonna stash all that black money?
It’s not as if we can open a bank account…’ Mama’s also delirious. 


The same day that Papa discovers that he has a prodigy child is also
the same day he discovers that he is mentally depressed and becomes convinced
that a “curious beast” is living in the axle of the two-tone caravan. The
intermittent scratching drives him crazy, seeming to come from every wall of
the two-tone. The constant grind of ‘the road’ has ground him down into minute
granules of Papa. I think the spontaneous combustion of the Hiace was the last
straw. For the students reading this account on an educational syllabus, Papa
probably reads the Hiace’s burning as an omen telling him that he should get
off the road as soon as possible or else he just might get his fingers burnt
too. 


 


It’s true,
Reader, that Papa figured that he had travelling in his blood, considering his
then-employment as a postman but he had withered in the natural elements
whereas Mama had grown stronger, absorbing Mother Nature’s harsh unforgiving
tongue and taking it out on Papa, Willy Moone the romantic. Instead of slipping
him the tongue she slapped him with it. Reader, to think that I was brought up
in a hippie environment would be wrong. True, it possessed all the elements of
Hippieland but peace and love wasn’t something going around back in those days
and the love certainly wasn’t free. And peace? I don’t think so. Idle threats
criss-crossing the fold-up-down table at meal-times was anything but peaceful.
Yet, I believe that they loved each other, and never stopped, but Mother Nature
giveth and taketh. It’s this romantic notion that Mother Nature could love and
maim in the same breath which I think was the final link to Papa’s catastrophic
downfall that came with my rise. I’m constantly reminded of this when I go to
shopping centres around the world and I pass shoppers going downwards on an
escalator while I’m going upwards on an opposite escalator. Perhaps I lock eyes
with a stranger in that moment, never to see them again: that’s how close I
felt to Papa about the same time I became a prodigy child.


 


Papa takes me from
the two-tone and sits me in one of the coffins but that image doesn’t appeal to
him so he drops me on the stone steps of the church and rushes back for Mama…


Sudden acute horror dawns on me and I fight a fainting fit...


‘Mr Shithouse!’ I cry, ‘Mr Shithouse will
burn!’ Funnily enough, it doesn’t really figure in my stricken state that Mama
is still in the caravan. All I can think of is that big kind face.


Passers-by see me on the steps of God’s house and take me for the
anti-Christ.  


‘He’s in there! Mr. Brick Shithouse is in the tea cupboard!’ 


A group of people quickly accumulate and try to fathom what the
sequence of events had been to lead up to this debauched image. A blood-covered
cyclist who they quickly discover as ‘Dan’, is sitting on a bench by the river
Arra, taking it all in with a smile and dreamy concussed gaze, repeatedly
lip-synching: ‘Mary … Mary … quite contrary … how does your garden grow?
With silver bells and cockle-shells and petrol cans all in a row…’    


Meanwhile, a disturbed half-naked individual, whom the gathering
vaguely recognizes as Willy Moone beneath his beards and weight-loss, pulls a
Romani gypsy woman from a burning Hiace and caravan. Over his shoulder she
mutters frantic prayers and kisses the smoke-filled sky. ‘She speaks with the
dead!!’ she bawls repeatedly. ‘We’ve hit the jackpot! Who says that
the only profit to be made from the dead-business is grave-robbing!’


The crowd witnesses the bearded crazy drop the gypsy at the stone
steps of the church and falters in circles around a pair of coffins in his
underpants. Papa skirts and circles the burning van but is unable to make a
decision, being mentally deranged now. He relieves himself of his underpants
and tragically tries to put out the fire with his own piss. Feeling like a fireman
with a hose in a forest fire, he runs in disarrayed blindness on Bridge Street
with his metal-detector, screaming something about him being nothing more than
a ‘pin-ball bouncin’ ‘round a pin-ball machine!!’ Of course, Mama has
treated him like a pin-ball, constantly winding him up and letting him off just
to see what happens. But interestingly, his running pattern reminds me a lot of
the erratic pattern of a pin-ball. To see him in full naked flight is majestic
yet heart-rendering. At his heels, Houdini bobs and weaves on his little legs
while the mongrels follow close behind. Papa really does look every bit the
delirious Pied Piper of Old Castle. Look at it another way and I see that
Papa’s finally come home. In his distraught state, Papa climbs back into the
caravan in a hail of smoke and tries to hide in the broom closet, seeking
solace with a mop which he confuses for his mother’s embrace and asks the
handle if she still loves him. Finding no love, Papa then jumps from the
caravan and lays in his own DIY coffin hollering: ‘Take me! Someone please
take me! I’m ready!’  Yes, the man has come home to die.


Meanwhile, dollar and pound signs have flooded Mama’s senses and the
concept of fire is no longer a threat.  


Papa seems to experience a moment of clarity and runs back across
the street and makes a dog’s dinner out of unhitching the Hiace from the
two-tone, pulling and dragging butt-naked. Some people feel sorry for the poor
fool and jump in to help him. They haul the old two-tone caravan to the side of
the street just in time before the Hiace explodes Hollywood-style. 


A group of women take Mama and I to the first place where we can
find shelter: The Wok Palace, Chinese restaurant. I get one last glimpse of
Papa trying to hide in one of his coffins and an ambulance pulling up next to
our fiery juggernaut.


‘Spring-rolls all ‘round,’ Mama announces, pulling the fifty from
her cleavage. She knows that there will be plenty more spring-rolls coming from
there. 


The promise of a hot cheap meal quickly clouds my senses.


We sit down and begin chowing down on our spring rolls when Mama
warns me, ‘Cabbage, don’t ever contradict me again in front of the general
public.’


‘Huh?’


‘Don’t play innocent with me, girl. You made me look like an idiot
in front of that cyclist.’


‘You did that all by yourself. All your facts were wrong. You were
taking that man’s money by pretending that you speak with the dead. You’re
using your gypsy status to lull people into a false sense of security.’ I’d
heard the line on one of the fairy-tale cassette-tapes.


‘I admit that I did lead that man on, like the good old days. But
sometimes false hope keeps a person fighting. I don’t expect you to understand
now but you will in the future.’


Mama fixes her hair up into her head-scarf and mutters something in
Romanian – one of the rare times that I hear her speak her mother’s tongue.
‘Sometimes,’ she explains, ‘making a person feel better involves exchanging
cash for those happy feelings.’ She flashes her fingers in front of her wide
eyes in a psychedelic kind of way. ‘Papa, the romantic, would probably add, “a
brief flush of warm hope in a cold, sterile world.”’


It’s a comfort to hear Papa’s voice. ‘I still don’t agree with
lying.’


Mama flexes her muscles and continues in Papa’s voice. ‘What Mama really
wants to say is that lying and cheating people is okay as long as you do it for
money and that the client is willing to hand over that money. There’s nothing
illegal about something that cannot be proved wrong. There’s no right and wrong
when it comes to matters of the heart. A heart cannot be found guilty in a
court of law.’


For the first time in my life, I disagree with Papa. ‘But Papa, I
proved Mama wrong. I saw Mary with my own two eyes.’


‘Yes, in this case you proved Mama wrong. So now we can carry on
with our new business in a legal way. We’re conning nobody and offering a
legitimate service.’


Now I’m confused, I agree with Papa’s voice but I don’t agree with
Mama who is trying to pretend she’s Papa.


‘Don’t patronise me!’ Again, another expression I had heard from a
fairy-tale cassette.


Mama clears her throat and drops her voice an octave to represent
Papa once again. ‘We’re not cheating people, just taking a detour through the
forest and meeting at the fountain of life and death.’


‘Is that Papa speaking or you?’


Mama, in Mama’s voice, clarifies matters. ‘We’re going to make
shitloads of cash with you.’ Mama ruffles my hair with her oily fingers and
leans in to slap a sweet ‘n sour pucker on my forehead. ‘Who would’ve thought
it, eh, a prodigy child born under a head of cabbage and half-gypsy to
go with it…’ 


I relish the moment. For the first time in my life, I feel proud of
who I am – a half-gypsy. Up until now, I have only been a half-gypsy but
now I am half-gypsy and that makes all the difference. But it’s a sweet
‘n sour moment just like our sauce: on the one hand, I am elated that Mama has
finally given me credit but charging money seems dirty, and I say as much, but
use the word “dishonest” instead. ‘I want to share my gift with the world.’


‘Matters of the heart are priceless,’ Mama concurs in Papa’s voice,
‘but the Mona Lisa is also priceless. Da Vinci might’ve said, “I’ll share my
gift with the world” but he added, “for a fair price.” Do you see what I’m
saying? He was no fool, Cabbage.’ Then in original maternal voice: ‘You’ve got
a unique talent, Cabbage, and people pay through the nose for that kind of
service. Use your gift and your business acumen. Then, when you’ve made
shit-loads you can afford to donate to charity but it’s the people you rode
bareback to make that money that’s never brought up at the fund-raiser. You’re
an angel when you donate money to worthy causes but who did you sting to get
there? Be the clever fox, Cabbage.’ 


‘But aren’t we playing with peoples emotions?’


Mama interrupts before Papa adds anything else. ‘Like I’ve already
said: you say you can speak with the dead, if you’re genuine, then there’s
nobody cheating or playing with anybody’s emotions.’


I can’t deny the subtle threat in Mama’s voice … it is Mama’s voice,
isn’t it? Everything Mama has said in her voice and Papa’s voice seems to have
logic so I agree to put the living in contact with their dead relatives and
loved ones for a princely fee but I only do it on the condition that Mama
orders the Lemon Chicken off the menu. I’m still a kid, what can I say?


 


Reader, we
devised a plan there and then at the Wok Palace that would make us rich and
keep us on the roads in style. Mama devised a clever series of hand signals and
gestures worthy of cheating a Las Vegas casino. I presumed that I would be
contacting the dead but Mama, being Mama, wanted to be the star of the show and
I agreed so I would talk her through it, utilizing a sophisticated game of
charades, just like what Mama and Papa had engaged in during their first steps
together.  What follows is just a sample of the secret hand-signals and
gestures that I used to describe our dead clients for Mama, some more
noticeable than others:


Female = cup my non-existent mammary glands incorporated into a
casual stretch.


Male = cup my non-existent testiculi in similar stretch.


Child = point to me during stretch.


Jewellery = indicate ears, neck, wrist, or nose in case of nose-ring,
during a leisurely stretch.


Colours = idly point to a paint sampler catalogue left casually open
close by, which we had lifted from B&Q. Again, using a casual, though
finely pointed, stretch.


Cause of Death = (Please see previous chapter) This would prove
tricky during the stretch sequence.


Mama conjured up an astonishing plethora of secret body-language,
imagining every possible scenario. Not only did Mama invent an ingenious and
convincing clandestine communication but also devises a pay scale according to
how much energy it takes me to conjure up. Finally, after running and
re-running our routine, we were in cahoots and ready to take our show on the
road. I actually thought that it might bring us a little closer together. But
something didn’t feel right during the whole process…


 


‘Wait, where’s
Papa?’ I become aware that Papa isn’t dining with us in the aftermath of the
fire. Mama has been speaking for Papa all along but she was very convincing and
I hadn’t really missed him. ‘He might like to try the duck.’


‘Papa doesn’t need duck where he’s going. He’s, um, come unhinged.’


‘Unhinged? Papa has dislocated something?’


‘Yes, darling,’ Mama smiles and coats my hair in sunflower oil,
‘that’s one way of putting it – dislocated. He’s going on a nice
retreat; just a few days away to dislocate, I mean disconnect. Your papa has
made many sacrifices to be with us on the road and now he needs some time to,
um, recharge his batteries – just like the van. He’ll be back with us soon.’
















Papa’s Return


 


In November, an
ambulance drops Papa back to us from his ‘retreat’ while Mama’s cutting my hair
using a salad bowl and scissors… It’s the only time we ever use the salad bowl
unless Mama manages to steal enough vegetables from various gardens to call it
a salad. Just too time-consuming to rob a head of lettuce … and pull up at the
next garden for beetroot … and the next for onions etc. We can never find a
vegetable garden with all the necessary ingredients for a good all-round salad.


I feel very proud of Papa, with fancy swirling blue lights and a
wailing siren to announce his return. It isn’t my first time seeing an ambulance
and I’m not falling for Mama’s “pope mobile”. Besides, I’ve been in one. I
haven’t forgotten that…


Papa comes back with a constant look of shock etched in his face.
He’s pale and clean-shaven with a strange glint in his eye, like a man who’d
just come back from fighting somebody else’s war. But the worst is the grin –
that eternal creepy grin. Apparently Papa had been in his ‘room’, laughing his
head off while thumping his head on the padded wall as he used to do in the
two-tone, just to drive home the tragicomic nature of life. He must’ve found a
crack in the padding and struck his head a little too hard on the wall and
suffered a mini-stroke and paralysis. The result is the eternal grin that he
wears like a Halloween mask, masking his melancholic weary romantic soul. In a
way, it’s quite fitting. Let’s thank our lucky stars that he hadn’t been
sneezing or on the toilet when he suffered his stroke. I’m not being flippant
but, laugh or cry, Papa always smiles at life. He is a romantic deep down.


The “nice doctor-man” has given Papa a personal cassette-player.
It’s the first time I’ve seen such a technological gadget. The battered
personal stereo is called a Stereo Boy and the gaudy fluffy orange
ear-phones never leave Papa’s ears. One day, while he’s in the broom cupboard,
I slip on the headphones and press play. My head is instantly filled with
beautiful melancholic piano music. Papa tells me that the “nice doctor-man” had
prescribed Beethoven’s therapeutic Moonlight Sonata. Papa tells
me that the “nice doctor-man” told him to listen to it everyday “for balance.”
I never understood that because Papa always looks off-balance with those
outrageous ear-phones. 


 


Reader, I now
know the truth. Papa had gone to have his head washed out. I recall how he described
this to me in my youth: ‘They stuck a rag in one ear and pulled it out the
other.’ But of course, Papa had suffered a breakdown, being made of fragile
material. I contacted the nurse who took care of Papa during his delirium for
the purposes of this autobiography. She told me that, during his ‘retreat’, his
door had once been left open by accident and he grew agitated and nervous and
locked himself back inside instead of making a run for it. Zoo primates react
in the same way, feeling unsafe outside their own cage. And to think that it
all started with a twitch in Papa’s eye-lid... 


    I’ve since
spoken to the “nice doctor-man” for the purposes of this autobiographical
account. The “nice doctor-man” turns out to be a renowned shrink at St.
 Joseph’s mental hospital in Limerick city, known for his unconventional
therapies. To cure Papa of his romanticism, he had prescribed Beethoven’s Moonlight
Sonata as “ballast” that would keep Papa “down” with its sad haunting
quality. This was the balancing effect. Moonlight on a loop over six
months would engrain a degree of melancholy that would counter-balance his
“overt romanticism, enthusiasm, and gung-ho enlightenment.” Reader, I admit
that all that medical talk was a little technical for me so he described it in
terms that I would understand: “Two children, one named Happy and the other
named Sad. What happens when Happy or Sad play on their own on the see-saw?
They either end up too happy in the air or flat sad boo-hoo on their collective
ass. Result: Happy and Sad need to ride the see-saw together in harmony.”


This was how I
found music, Reader. Just a few months after discovering this wonderful gadget
I would go on to listen to hardcore rock ‘n roll that would help keep out the
dead voices.


BTW Reader, this same month, Mama decided that I needed my first
bra. I’m not sure if that was pride, wishful-thinking, or embarrassment; I
needed a lot of support around that time but bust support wasn’t one of them.
Being self-sufficient at heart, Mama fashioned a bra from a single DD cup of an
old bra of hers (ok, we get it!), using scissors and thread. The improvised bra
sat on my chest like a plane propeller. .













New Wheels


 


The old droning
head priest in Old Castle, Father O’Dee, begrudgingly allows us to stay parked
up outside his house of God until we manage to get ourselves some new
transport. Mother had threatened him with an evil curse (O’Dee tries to
counteract this with a failed exorcism attempt) which comes in the mystical
form of a nasty rumour that the man of the cloth had tried it on with her “in
Papa’s absence”. The priest tries denying this,demons stating that “God is
never absent” which begs me to ask the question: what if God had been to the
laundry to get his whites white on this particular day? Though dressing in
morbid black with a white collar to offset the seriousness of it all separates
him from Man, it doesn’t separate O’Dee from mortal Man. After all is said and
done, Mama’s ruggedness can rouse even the base instincts of limestone. Her
tall-story would be believed because of her wild alluring beauty.


Carrying on trade opposite the church proves controversial so
ultimately helps business. Church activists oppose our evil ungodly presence
and call us “heathens” to our faces by day, arguing that our ungodly activity
is taking place too near consecrated church-grounds and “what goes in the
ground stays in the ground”. The same hypocrites become our clients by
night because curiosity killed the cat. 


Papa tries to beat his depression and be proactive by offering some
extra hand-signals during séances but his signals and gestures are just too
romantic and complex, adding general mayhem to our plan. Papa is dealing with
his own demons, so Mama had no choice but to beat him, banishing him from the
dining-room and exiling him to the broom closet or pointing him, his
headphones, and his metal-detector in the direction of the nearest forest or
bog, either works. 


One day, Papa with his John Lennon glasses on, takes a diversion at
the bog or forest and hitches thirty miles to Limerick city. There, he visits
the fishmonger asking for his money back following the Hiace’s
self-burning-out. He was turned-down by the fishmonger on the grounds that Papa
had bought the van “twenty-somethin’ fucking years ago.” Though, the butcher
did try to come to some agreement when he saw Houdini AKA Rashers snorting at
Papa’s heels. Oh by the way, Papa had brought the Vietnamese pig with him. It
takes Papa a full week to travel thirty miles because he decides to be a
saviour for all living creatures lead astray. He saves countless snails and
beetles on the A5 and picks up a few stray dogs … and a donkey? And all with a
wild Chelsea grin traipsing the A5. Papa in all his crazed glory…


Now with Papa temporarily out of the loop we can get serious about
our gig. It’s impossible to take the show on the road as we have no van
following the Hiace’s spontaneous combustion which runs in tandem with my first
séance between Dan and Mary. We set up shop right there in Old Castle, Limerick
County, working out of the caravan which is now technically a static-home
rather than a mobile-home as Mama likes to call it. We erect the old blackboard
pub street-sign Papa had stolen years previous as a romantic. We chalk an
illustration of a fortune teller’s crystal ball and below it in bold chalk capitals:
BRING OUT YER DEAD!  Firstly: what’s a crystal ball (the goldfish bowl Mama won
at the fair) got to do with contacting the dead? Mama wants to use it for
dramatic affect but I disagree, arguing that we shouldn’t mix the two
disciplines, using Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny as examples. Secondly,
“Bring Out yer Dead!” is misleading, pure and simple. We agree to disagree
despite our artistic differences. But I must admit that I feel that I’m looking
back on my life in the caravan through the crystal ball. I can see my life
suspended in a little caravan hovering inside the crystal ball that encompasses
all of our lives...


Let’s just say
that our new venture makes a painless killing. It seems that everybody in Old
 Castle has unfinished business with dead loved ones. Our special service
spreads as fast as a small-town rumour through Old Castle and beyond and it
isn’t long before we have accumulated a substantial amount of jet-black money
taken from people just like ‘Dan’ in the previous chapter. What doesn’t fit
into Mama’s various bodily crevices she saves in a shoe-box jammed into the
axle of the two-tone with the idea of buying new wheels which works nicely. I
have to admit that the smell of smoked fish is rustic but only for a few
minutes, after that, well, you get the picture. Had this been what Papa had
heard beneath the floor of the two-tone? The time-line doesn’t correlate seeing
as Papa was hearing the ‘curious beast’ before we started making money.
Then again, Papa is a helpless old romantic fool. 


 


Reader, we were
wild, ugly, brash, and becoming side-show freaks in Old Castle and our fame was
beginning to spread to other parts of the country. We were becoming the dreaded
nouveau-riche. And to make it even uglier, I had completely forgotten about my
old guardian angel Mr. Brick Shithouse. I didn’t need him anymore; I’d found
myself and I held powers far greater than mere Mama would ever know.
Mama became smaller somehow, both metaphorically and literally, because she was
growing older. She’d levelled off and was shrinking back down on so many
levels.


 


When we raise
enough money, Mama, now suffering from acute delusions of grandeur, insists on
buying a juggernaut worthy of our status: BIG. On Saturday morning, 27th
July, an American-style truck, with more chrome than truck, pulls up outside
the church in Old Castle to a series of roars, hisses, and enough smoke-signals
to confuse a native Indian. Hitched to the truck is a white trailer-caravan
that makes the two-tone look like a match-box. A lady, both heavy and blond in
nature, appears from the cab in a man’s anorak and climbs down the steps with a
grunt and a groan. ‘I’ve brought Mac.’


‘The show doesn’t start till mid-day,’ Papa answers from the steps
of the church. ‘We’re about to consume the mother of all fry-ups. We’ve got
money now, see…’ Papa is slowly coming ‘round but he’s still not there yet.


The newcomer decides to let that one roll, clocking the bum’s vacant
stare on the church-steps. ‘Someone lookin’ for Mac?’


‘I didn’t realize we were looking for anything. I thought we’d found
everything,’ Papa admits to the clouds on this glorious morning. He then looks
at me, but I just shrug, using my shoulders. ‘Cabbage, do you know a Mac?’ Papa
questions the lady, ‘Sorry, Mac-what exactly? Do you have a first name?’


Mama, cooking up a fry, leaps out of the two-tone in a delicious
burst of skirt-flying sizzling aromas. ‘Woo-Hoo!! Greeeat! It’s
here! It’s everything I hoped it would be!’ She runs and hugs the bumper of the
gigantic truck, then jumps aboard and starts pulling on the horn like a 7
year-old. She picks up the CB receiver from its cradle: ‘This is the Gypsy
Queen, over. If there are any spirits out there this morning who want to
contact the living then please get in touch. 1-4 to the copy, Over.’


I want to tell Mama that spirits don’t like to be contacted. They
prefer to pop up when you’re least expecting them, and speaking to a long-lost
friend or relative is never on their agenda. I catch Papa smiling and a million
in any currency wouldn’t have bought it from me at that moment, so I keep my
mouth shut for now and roll with it.


Papa probes, ‘Why are you selling the truck?’


‘Keep your nose outta this,’ warns Mama. ‘The last time I trusted
you to buy a decent set of wheels you came back with a van that was everything
fish but in looks. Fair enough, you got the mobile-home at a good price.’


‘I paid the price though.’ Nobody understood this comment but Papa’s
witnessing of the man’s suicide was much more than the asking price.


The newcomer bellows: ‘It’s either sell the truck or get rid of one
of my tigers…’


‘No, Willy!’ Mama doesn’t even give Papa a chance to speak.
‘We’ve enough animals!’


‘It is a tough world for a circus nowadays…’ admits the heavy blond.


Both Papa and I clock the big red letters emblazoned onto the
truck’s grille: MAC. It’s not a truck that I’d fuck about with if I were
another truck.


Mama drops to her knees (nothing new to Mama) and scrambles beneath
the two-tone. All I see are her new red pumps (it was the first thing she’d
bought after our first batch of séances) and I cannot help but think of The
Wizard of Oz cassette-tape from the olden days and how far we’ve come from
there.


 


Omen, Reader?


 


Mama shoves
aside mongrel-bitches and pups to get to the shoe-box. She opens it and counts
out what we’ve made so far and discovers that she’s a few fifties short of the
asking price but she has to have MAC.


    ‘I’m a
little short,’ handing the woman a fist of cash, ‘so how ‘bout a free séance
for you and your clowns? Is there anybody who you’d like to contact?’


‘No. I didn’t speak to my father when he was alive so why start now.
We parted company when I 


joined the
circus. And I’ve only got one clown and that’s my son. He won’t have anybody to
contact till 


I pop my clogs.’


    Mama racks
her brain, she’s not willing to let go of MAC because it spells everything in
those three letters: Mother of All Clairvoyants who, ironically, is her
daughter. ‘How about if I send Cabbage around to do any odd-jobs you might have
at the circus?’


The circus-lady sizes me up. ‘Yes, maybe. I do have a lot of odd
jobs and I don’t have enough to pay my workers as it is but the elephants keep
on shittin’ and the camel continues to eat all ‘round him. I still don’t think
that it comes up to the price of Mac but I’m willing to settle for this.’ She
looks at Mama and knows that she’s looking at a kindred spirit; a sister in
another life-time. ‘We’ve got a deal as long as Cabbage doesn’t let me
down.’    She shoves the ball of cash into her anorak and tells Mama where her
big-top is pitched. Mama doesn’t know Old Castle very well, but Papa knows
immediately and goes on to tell everybody about his romantic memories of going
to the circus in the town-park as a child and later as an adult. Papa’s face
lights up as he lives his memories, explaining how suddenly finding an enormous
strawberry-cream big-top reaching to the clouds in the middle of the park was
“pure magic”.


The circus-lady’s expression doesn’t share that magic. Perhaps one
time… ‘I need Cabbage to be shovellin’ shit no later than 9 tomorrow morning.’
And having said that, she leaves.


Once out of earshot, I scream, ‘If you think I’m gonna shovel shit –
elephant shit, then you’ve got another thing coming!’


‘Aw, c’mon Cabbage, it’s just for a week. Think of the family … You
don’t want to see us moving around in that old heap a’ shit anymore than I do.
We’ve got to be seen in a big rig. Back in Bucharest, the bigger your vehicle
the better the person you are – Mama always said go big or go home. People will
flock from miles to see us and our juggernaut. They will see that I, sorry,
you, obviously give the best service and the most popular.’


Mama’s grasp of the English language amazes me sometimes.  ‘Why do I
have to go? I’m the one doing all the work in the séances and you take all the
credit. You should be the one to shovel shit, Mama.’


‘Bang out of order!’ stamps Mama. ‘How dare you speak with forked
tongues, Cabbage! You seem to forget that I was one step away from becoming a
cabbage when I gave birth to you in that cabbage patch. I gave birth to you so
show some respect.’


‘Oh thanks for doing me that favour, Mama! What do you want? Huh? A
medal? That’s what pregnant people do, give birth! One way or another, I was
coming out and there was nothing you could do about it,’ I say threateningly.


‘Sometimes I regret going into that public toilet with your father.’


‘Then practice safe sex, Mama!!’


‘We were! There was a fight in the bar and we took cover in the
public toilets!!’


Sometimes, the fact that Mama’s mother-tongue isn’t English leaves
me in stitches and I can do nothing now but giggle helplessly like a little
girl all over again. Mama realizes what she’s just said and the two of us crack
up and hold each other from falling over. While in Mama’s embrace, something
surges and drops inside me. If we’ve got new wheels then what happens with the
old wheels? ‘Mama, promise me we’ll always keep the old caravan.’


‘Why would you want to keep that? It’s an eye-sore. We run a
respectable business and we can’t have that on our doorstep.’


‘Just promise me, that’s all.’


‘Tell me why it’s so important and I might think about it.’


‘Why is everything a haggle with you?’


‘Cos I’m a gypsy?’


I’ve never gotten around to telling Mama or Papa about Mr. Brick,
but maybe I’ll tell Papa some day ... Mama would only try to charge somebody
for speaking with a spirit and I must remind myself that Mr. Brick is nothing
but a spirit, but sometimes he feels like so much more. I think I might’ve told
(gestured) them about a visitor in the caravan when I was a child but they
would’ve probably turned a blind eye because they didn’t know then that I could
speak with the dead. Mr. Brick will always be my special friend who I can turn
to in times of need. He’s hiding out in the tea cupboard right now even though
we have ditched the gypsy tea-canister for tea-bags (Mama’s delusions of
grandeur). I want to share my fears with Papa but he’s paranoid and he too
might try hiding in the tea cupboard.
















Slaphappy


 


The following
morning, Mama brings me a slap-up fry-up. She’d cooked it on the new stove in
our expansive trailer. ‘You need a high-calorie breakfast if you’re shovelling
elephant shit. Did you sleep well?’


    ‘Yes, I
slept the sleep of the dead.’ I chuckle because the dead don’t sleep. ‘How did
Papa sleep?’


‘He didn’t. He was up all night convinced that he’s got head-lice. I
tried placating him. I told him that we’d try my home-remedy to kill the
prototype and its eggs using stale egg-yolk, fresh garland dew, and vinegar,
but Papa doesn’t want any part of this “ugly lice genocide” and is proud that
he’s providing a home for the nits.’ She laughs to herself. “It’s the least I
can do” he said. Such a romantic…’


I smile agreement. ‘So what did he do?’


‘You’ll see.’


 Through experience, I know that Papa is capable of anything and my
mind is riddled with possibilities, however, there’s something bothering me
this morning but I’m not sure what it is yet. Yes, shit-shovelling is on the
agenda but there’s something else that’s off the agenda and should
be on it. I don’t have time to ponder this question as Mama sits next to me and
works out a timetable that is compatible with my séances and shit-shovelling.


‘Now, enjoy your breakfast.’


‘Thanks.’ I take a bite of fried egg, ‘Mmm, tasty…’ I’m sure it’s a
rubber fried egg from a joke-shop, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings. While
I chew breakfast, I try to figure out the thing that’s evading me, but I need
to concentrate on chewing. 


I get dressed in my finest shit-shovelling attire after the most
luxurious pressure shower I’ve ever had. No, make that the only
hot-water shower I’ve ever had. I leave the trailer and follow the little
parchment map Papa had drawn for me the night before that will take me to the
circus in the same park where he used to go. He drew the map in his own blood
if I’m not mistaken. The map is clear and concise, which is a good sign, but he
has added in little figures aimlessly wandering through the streets, alcoves,
and the park of Old Castle. One minute figure is clearly him because all I see
is a man in a big beard following a metal-detector and following him are
bitch-mongrels, a pig, a donkey(?) and tiny dots that can only be his live-in
head-lice. 


Twenty minutes later, I’m in the town-park and I can see the big-top
through the tree-tops. Papa was right; it’s the most surreal sight that I’ve
ever seen. I pass through an enormous clown’s laughing mouth and into the
back-area of the circus where I am immediately met by an elephant’s wandering
trunk that seems far too forward for my liking; we’ve just met. The elephant is
Indian, I think, due to its small ears, small if you compare them with an
African elephant’s ears. That was one of the main points that Papa had taught
me during my home-schooling which, incidentally, stopped once I turned sixteen
last February. I’d had my fill of counting my fingers and eating my algebra
because of intense hunger. Yes, Mama and Papa spent money on my schooling but I
cannot be held responsible for guzzling down the M&M’s and marrowfat peas
(sometimes not even pre-soaked).


A voice startles me. ‘Saddhu is just sayin’ hello.’


I look about for the owner of the voice, but don’t locate it.


‘Up here, silly!’


Sitting astride the elephant is a boy who reminds me of Mowgli from The
Jungle Book from my cassette-tapes. It was the longest-playing tape in the
glove ‘department’ of the Hiace so Papa played that one quite a lot during, um,
busy periods in the two-tone. 


‘I’m Slaphappy. You must be Cabbage?’


I take offence to that. ‘Why must I be Cabbage? Cos I look like one
or what?? Just cos I was born in a cabbage-patch doesn’t mean –’


‘Ma told me that a girl ‘bout my age was coming to shit-shovel.
Jeez, you’re hostile, but that’s good, you’ll need that ‘round here when you’re
dealing with the animals and some of the performers,’ he quips.


It’s a chilly morning but I can’t camouflage the scarlet red rising
up my neck and cheeks. ‘Oh, sorry.’ I feel like a cabbage more than ever. ‘It’s
just that Mama’s always bringing up the subject of me being born in a cabbage
patch and –’ 


‘Cabbage and bacon is my favourite meal so there aren’t any
prejudices here – this is a circus for Christ’s sake… We don’t judge people:
one big family here.’


I like Slaphappy. ‘Let’s start again, I’m Cabbage.’ I raise my hand
up but it’s far from Slaphappy who reaches down to take mine. 


‘Climb up…’


‘Huh?’


‘Pull on his tail, not too hard, just let him know you’re there and
Saddhu will do the rest.’ 


I do so with some trepidation, grabbing the elephant’s thick tail
that feels as old as time itself and pull gently. Nothing happens…


The boy, calling himself Slaphappy, digs Saddhu behind the ears with
his heels. ‘Leg, Saddhu.’ The elephant responds by raising out its hind left
leg. ‘Now lever yourself up onto its leg and holding his tail at the same
time…’


I look at the enormous heap of dry wrinkled grey in front of me. I
lever myself onto Saddhu’s back-stretched leg and before I know what’s
happening, I’m being levitated upwards where Slaphappy catches me in his strong
grasp and hugs my sides as I sit down in front of him.     


Light-headed and with a shiver, I fall in love with an elephant and
a boy for the first time right there. 


I’m speechless for a moment, sitting between Saddhu’s enormous
bulking head and the tight embrace of Slaphappy who’s holding on much tighter
than the situation needs, especially with his thighs … but I like it. The last
time I felt this was with Mr. Brick Shithouse before he left.


There’s something bugging me and I still don’t know…


Saddhu raises his coiling trunk above us and blows as hard as Mama
on her MAC horn. The ferocity of the roar frightens me sideways. Slaphappy
catches me around the waist before I tumble downwards. I’m dizzy, not sure if
I’ve just discovered that I’ve got a fear of heights or am already falling in
love with Mowgli-Boy with his wild swarthy looks and head of black curls. He
could be a scarecrow’s son, but there’s just something about him: if he happens
to be standing in the middle of a field, I know that the rooks, ravens, crows and
jackdaws would just peck him to death out of pure love; they’d just have to
have a piece of him to put under their wing.


‘What’s your real name?’


‘I forget…’


Saddhu begins to walk around his enclosure in long lazy strides. The
sensation is very strange. ‘Sometimes I forget that my name is Valentina cos I
was born – ’


‘On Valentine’s day. Not too difficult to figure out.’ 


‘So, now you know why they call me what they call me but I don’t
know why they call you Slaphappy…’ 


‘You’ll find out tonight at 7pm.’


‘But I won’t be here tonight… Mama hired me out as a shit-shoveller
until mid-day. That’s when I start work. I think we’re booked up till nine
tonight.’


‘You’ll never know why they call me Slaphappy then. What do you do
that you work so late?’


‘I talk with dead people.’


I feel Slaphappy tense up behind me. ‘It’s nothing to be scared of.
Dead people are lovely really. I think being dead mellows them out a lot.
They’re mainly interested in the weather, politics, latest inventions, that
kind of thing. They don’t like being contacted by the living and I don’t think
Mama realizes how much energy I spend trying to convince dead people to speak
with the living. Their attitude is that all was said and done in the living
world and trying to make things better now that they’re dead is pathetic.
You’ll never see the dead trying to contact the living. Sure, you’ll hear of
haunted houses but those houses are haunted by the spirits that still live
there and are not there to have tea with guests in their own house. The spirit
owns the house and carries on oblivious to its new living owner. They just want
to talk.’


Slaphappy doesn’t respond for a moment. ‘You speak very well. Did
you go to a private school?’


‘Um, yes.’ And I leave it at that.


‘Maybe you should start work. Saddhu is going for his shower now and
we need his enclosure cleaned out before he comes back.’


I’ve forgotten all about the world. All I know is that I’m walking
around in circles on an elephant’s back, but we could be crossing the desert of
Rajasthan. Papa told me all about Rajasthan because it was a place he dreamt of
going to once upon a time.


Slaphappy directs Saddhu to let us down and we slide off the
elephant. The boy points me in the direction of the dung but I don’t need
directions. Slaphappy drives a wheel-barrow up to me with a shovel and
disappears off amongst the trailers. ‘Gotta go and practice my routine.’


He’s a performer! ‘Wow, what do you do? I bet you’re a trapeze
artist, I’ve seen the way you climb on and off Saddhu. The wheel of death?’


Receding into the folds of the big-top, all I hear is: ‘Why don’t
you take an hour out of your busy schedule and come see for yourself. The dead
can wait, I’m sure!’


He’s got a point. With a sigh, I turn and lean into the enormous
dung-heap. I should’ve known that there was a down-side to adopting an
elephant. Let’s hope Papa doesn’t see Saddhu. I’m shovelling giant excrement
that’s been through the belly of an Indian elephant, but it smells sweet and
this shit sends plants and flowers crazy. I must be in love.


Two and half hours later, I’ve got welts on my palms and a sore back
from heaving heavy dung but the unending faeces hasn’t broken down that warm
feeling of eternal optimism. There was a moment, half-way through the
dung-hill, that I started cursing Mama for getting me into this situation but
then I was thanking her because if it wasn’t for this elephant shit, I would’ve
never met the boy of my dreams. Is that what an old ghost calling himself Wilde
had meant when he whispered: “We are all in the gutter but some of us are
looking at the stars…” 


I put my tools away and traipse back the way I had come, exiting the
town-park and heading back to the church.


*   *   *


I miss Saddhu
this evening, as I bring forth the spirit of a farmer who had been cut to ribbons
in the teeth of a chain-saw. Halfway through the séance, I peer at the
wall-clock above the gas-stove: 6.55pm. Slaphappy is probably getting ready to
take to the stage. Is he nervous? What is he wearing? Is he checking the rig
that will hoist him high up into the bright lights of the big-top? As I flash
surreptitious signals at Mama, I try to recall that feeling of being held close
to Slaphappy. I’m 16 and have never really thought of boys in this way until
now. Maybe because I’ve heard the ghostly voices of boys my age but they seem
disconnected somehow. Somehow? Okay, so they’re dead, but y’know what I
mean. They seem very pale in comparison to Mowgli-Boy who is real and all
there, just a ten-minute walk from here. Having their lives prematurely taken
from them leaves their souls sour and twisted before their time. Instead of
holding – no, pulling – ghostly farmer hands to the séance table, I imagine my
fingers running through Slaphappy’s mountain of black natural curls.


    The
Coca-Cola clock above the gas stove says 7.05pm. Slaphappy is probably in the
middle of his act. Questions abound, but one thing is clear: I should be at the
circus – life is for the living. It’s true what Mowgli-Boy says: the dead can
wait…
















Love-Sick


 


For the next
three days I stick to my routine, increasingly angry with Mama. But now,
instead of being ticked off because I’m shovelling elephant shit which she
should be doing (but which I’ve come to associate dung with my beautiful
jungle-boy) I’m getting very nervous because I want to discover what
Slaphappy’s act is. He is an enigma and remains tight-lipped about his nightly
activities. He refuses to tell me. For three hours every morning I shovel heavy
dung and talk with Slaphappy who gives Saddhu his daily manicure and comb-over.
Sometimes, we ride him around the enclosure and I feel the immense strength of
Saddhu beneath me. I know that if Saddhu should get bored someday he could
easily barge his way through the light bars that keep him in, with me on his
back. But feeling Slaphappy’s breaths tickle my ears is enough to put me into a
delirious sleep. Occasionally, I’m sure his hands around my waist are far too
high to be my waist. OK, I’m more cabbage-curvy than woman-curvy but surely my
hips don’t reach up as far as my tits? What tits? – wishful thinking, Cabbage.
We mainly speak about my unique ability to speak with the dead. At one point,
he suggests the idea of me joining the circus but as a side-show attraction
because speaking with the dead doesn’t traditionally fall into the circus
category. For a brief moment, I contemplate running away with the circus and
being appreciated and applauded instead of Mama getting all the attention. Yes,
I’d be a side-show freak but at least I’d be my own freak and not anybody
else’s. 


 


Reader,
Slaphappy ignites a fire in me that couldn’t be quenched.


 


On the last
morning, just as I finish shovelling and knowing that the MAC is finally ours,
Slaphappy comes up to me. ‘So, will I see you tonight? 7pm as always. It’s your
last chance.’


    ‘What? Why?’
Suddenly the dung becomes dung and not the sweet exotic connection between
Slaphappy and I.


‘We’re moving on tomorrow.’


I want to bury my head in the pile of elephant shit and drink a
bottle of piña colada while I’m in there. ‘Why!’ Jesus, Cabbage! Don’t sound
so fucking desperate! ‘Why?’ I ask again, swopping the exclamation mark for
a question mark. I can’t believe what I’m hearing and scrunch up my face in
confusion and disgust. I must look like a Savoy cabbage. Boy, do I know
cabbage.


Again, ‘Why?’


‘It’s what we do, Cabbage. This isn’t Broadway. We’ve got to move on
to find fresh pastures and fresh people with cash on the hip. We’ve squeezed
what we can out of Old Castle but now it’s time to go.’


Thankfully, it’s a freezing ice-biting morning and the intense cold
masks my tears of sadness. And just when I thought that I might have my first
boyfriend or even something vaguely related to that…


‘Well, I guess this is it…’ He thinks about reaching out with both
arms but extends his hand instead and I take it though I fight back a hug.
‘I’ve got to go practice my routine.’ As always, he takes the great lumbering
Saddhu with him and they both disappear into the big-top. I’m tempted to go and
spy, but I’m already late for my first séance and why bother now anyway? A
weakness suddenly comes over me and I flop back into the wheelbarrow of
elephant dung. All along I could see his face in every turn of the fork and
swipe of the shovel and now I see it for what it really is, now that
Slaphappy’s leaving: shit. Why had I thought that this would go on
forever? The circus travels, that’s what it does. And to make matters even
worse, all of this has been only in my head. Slaphappy doesn’t know how
I feel about him. He doesn’t know that I could see the outline of his face in
Saddhu’s unending faeces. That’s love and I want nothing more now than
to scream that for him and the rest of the circus that threatens to take my
love away.


Forlornly and distraught and with all the substance of the middle of
a polo or doughnut, either works, I make my way back to base-camp MAC
mother-ship. 


*   *   *


When I get back,
I see a bald man sitting on the kerb next to our juggernaut that casts a long
shadow across the house of God in the background. I’m about to shout to Baldie
that the first séance isn’t until 3pm when I discover that it’s Papa. I
remember Mama had told me that he was suffering from head-lice. Papa had shaved
his hair completely off and it sort of suits him. Now he looks a lot like a
comic-book baddie with a squeaky clean head, beard, and John Lennon glasses.
He’s just sitting there, rubbing Houdini’s belly while Houdini gets openly
aroused, no shame, and right now I wish to be a Vietnamese pot-belly pig and
snort in faces. I sit down next to him. ‘I thought you were growing your hair
for the nits?’


‘Couldn’t stand all that damn itching. How did your stint go at the
circus?’


‘Went and gone,’ is all I manage to answer back despondently.
‘Papa?’ He looks lucid today so I seize the moment to talk with a romantic.
‘Um, I met a boy at the circus.’


‘Gypsy?’


‘No.’


‘Good. Continue.’


‘Well, we’ve been getting to know one another while I’ve been
working there and…’


‘When is the baby due?’


‘No, no, I got nowhere near that…’ That’s not to say that I
wouldn’t if I had had a chance. If I’d known that he was leaving I would’ve
been more pro-active.


‘He’s leaving tomorrow and I never got to find out his act.’


‘Go…’


‘Huh?’


‘Be with him…’ Sound-bytes from Papa.


‘Now hang on a minute, what’s with the film clichés?’


‘Follow your heart like I did, kid.’ Papa’s speaking like one of
those iconic 50’s Hollywood role-models. ‘I always promised myself that I would
fully support my child’s wishes because my parents never approved of Nicky and
your circus-worker is found in the same category as the travelling tinker or
gypsy. Don’t you see? We both fell for travellers on the periphery of society –
those with a hint of the exotic and mystique and free, most of all.’
Papa looks at his surroundings and I know what he’s thinking despite the
Chelsea grin: what happened? How did we end up here with a juggernaut … a
Romani gypsy … pig … head-lice … stray and three-legged dogs ‘n their bitch
pups …and a donkey?? ‘You’ve got to go and see his act,’ Papa persuades me
while picking non-existent nits from his bald head. 


At the beginning, it was confusing to see Papa grinning when he was
obviously not in any mood to smile, but now I can read him better by looking
into his eyes: the window to the soul. I grab his wandering fingers before his
nails dig into any more skin and cup his hands in mine. I take off his John
Lennon glasses and stare him in the eyes, searching for the old Papa. ‘I know
you’re still in there. I just want you to know that I dig what you’re doing.
You’re a romantic rebel and you will always have my respect.’


Papa begins to look worried, making it worse with his infinite
stroke-smile. ‘Why are you telling me this now?’


‘Isn’t it OK for a daughter to tell her dad that she loves him now
and again?’ Pause. ‘Movie cliché?’


‘But you’ve never told me that you love me. It seems
that you’re telling me this because something’s about to happen.’ Papa seems to
come to some grizzly realization and really looks at me. Tentatively, he
asks, ‘Am I going somewhere?’ Papa’s fretting now and nudges his John Lennon glasses
further up the metaphorical bridge of his nose and starts rounding up animals
as if a tornado has been spotted on the horizon. 


I jump up on his back and wrestle him to the ground.
As I do, a couple of joggers pass by. ‘Once a gypsy always a gypsy…’ is all I
hear as they pass with their Nike trainers. 


‘Racist!!’ I scream back, defending my half-gypsy
status. I hold Papa in a head-lock, looking at my pathetic face in the back of
his head and feel a sudden pang of guilt and pity. Somehow, looking at him in
this new light, I see that he is mere human and a fragile one at that – he’s my
papa. ‘Relax, relax, you’re not going anywhere, Papa. I love you too much to
let that happen.’ 


Papa melts in my grip. He says something but I
realize that I’m choking him so let go; I guess all that Slaphappy tension has
finally frozen up inside me. ‘We thought it was the best thing to do at the
time.’


I don’t know what Papa’s talking about and tell him
so. ‘When we put you in that damn mental asylum. If Three-Monkey couldn’t help
get the demons out of your head then electricity would. That’s what Mama said
and I,’ Papa begins to cry, ‘just went along with it because I’m, well, I’m
bang out of order,’ smiling at his imitation of Mama. ‘I’m so, so sorry,
Cabbage. I should’ve stood by you, but I’m weak.’ He weeps in my arms like a
baby and I cannot stop my own tears. ‘I promise that I will always take care of
you, my little Cabbage.’ 


Papa can hardly take care of himself. ‘I just want
you to be your old self. Where’s the crazy romantic rebel that ran off with the
woman he loved with no prejudices against those living on the periphery of
society? Don’t let it get you down, ‘kay.’


‘Where did you learn to speak so well?’


‘I hear all types of voices, all the time. I guess
some of those voices have to seep in one way or another. Looks like not going
to school hasn’t been such a disaster after all. I’ve been self-taught by
ghosts – if that’s possible. Sorry for eating those skittles, I know that you
only wanted to use them as an abacus.’


‘The days of going hungry are over, Cabbage.’ Papa
seems to look at me for the first time and realize that I really do have a
gift. ‘I cannot tell you how proud I am that you chose me as your father.’ 


What he says creeps my flesh and stands the hairs on
my arms and thighs. I’ve never heard anything so beautiful. After that, there’s
nothing much left to say. We sit back down on the kerb and Papa composes
himself. ‘So, if I’m not going anywhere then that means…’ He looks at me over
his glasses … and makes another desperate dive for the animals, this time
packing his metal-detector and a few beards into a backpack that has been
hanging on a hook for such emergencies. 


Papa struggles to escape, calling Houdini for
back-up. The pig manages to get up off the street but loses interest and flops
back down again. ‘Even the pig has lost hope,’ observes Papa…


‘I’m leaving to see Slaphappy’s act, that’s all.’ I
smile a false smile at Papa while thinking what I was actually about to say: Papa,
I’m gonna run away with the circus and be a side-show freak act cos that’s what
I am. ‘But I’ve got a séance and Mama won’t let me out. She’s useless
without me.’


‘I’ll sort something out. Sit tight until I give you
the signal.’


I want to know what that “something” means but I’m
afraid to ask. 


*   *   *


For the rest of the day, I dream about sitting amongst
the audience, watching Slaphappy’s act from the shadows. When it comes to the
séances, I make repeated mistakes, giving the wrong signals to Mama: pointing
to green instead of orange on the paint sampler guide etc. She begins to look
like a charlatan by grasping at generalities – “Joe had good days and bad
days…” while cursing me when the clients’ eyes are shut. Finding dead people
for a living (get it?’) seems trivial compared to matters of the heart. Hearts
of dust and hearts of blood are not compatible.


 ‘I thought we’d been through this already,’ I say,
sitting astride his shoulders. ‘But you’re right; I’m the one who’s leaving.’


 


How wrong I was, Reader.
















Things
we do when we are Young


 


At 6,30pm I
begin to sweat. The performance starts in half an hour and Papa still hasn’t
intervened. I’ve got a man in the trailer who’s looking to contact his mother
to find out where she left her vast collection of jewellery before she passed.
(Apparently, she’d taken out her jewellery to be cleaned but died somewhere
between having it cleaned and putting it back in the safety deposit box). It’s
not the first time in just a few days where the living have come to demand the
location of an expensive inheritance that had been lost or conveniently mislaid
by the dead. Mama has a scheme going where I ask the spirit but the spirit
doesn’t tell me but in reality does tell me where the gold is. That’s
when Papa goes off on a reconnaissance mission with his metal-detector. The
fact of the matter is that money has driven Mama goo-goo gaga. She doesn’t need
anymore than what the séances are bringing in already, often hundreds a day. On
the first day of our gig, the spirit of a tired old man told me that he’d
hidden his Rolex in a paddock three miles from here because he didn’t want to
hand it down to his family on account of them being “shits while I was alive,
never visiting me and double-talkin’ behind my back.” I made the mistake of
telling Mama and she sent Papa out with his metal-detector. Guess where he is
now? Think fast, Cabbage. It was the last time that I told Mama anything
because we’re not pirates; we’re gypsies. 


 


As if I don’t
have enough trouble with the dead, Reader. Really, I didn’t want to know where
the spirits hid their valuables, but sometimes they told me just to make
conversation. I kept the whereabouts of missing hand-me-downs in a little diary
far out of the reach of Mama. Reader, if you found this diary, you would locate
the missing family heirlooms, some priceless and others priceless in a
sentimental way. The irony is that I can’t remember where I left the notebook.


 


Half-way through
the séance, I begin thinking, well, why should I have to make up excuses to get
myself out of this? All of this is happening because of me in the first place.
Without me, this ship sinks. So, with that in mind, I stand up and declare:
‘I’m leaving!’


The client panics. ‘No! Who’s leaving? Who? I need to know
where that bloody necklace is!’


‘Me.’


Mama’s got a look of hysteria on her face and I’m loving every
minute of it. ‘Sit down, Cabbage! Finish the goddamn séance. His dead mother
won’t be ‘round all evening!!’ She rubs her forefinger and thumb fiercely in my
face while the client threatens to open his eyes.


‘Oh, so you actually realize that I’m here? I thought you’d
forgotten about me. All you see is money these days, Mama, and I’m just a
little tool in your, um, I dunno what I want to say, but I know that I’m
leaving now.’ 


I get up and walk out, briefly forgetting that now there are five
steps to the ground where before it was just one. I fall flat on my face, but
undeterred, I disappear into the night in the direction of the big-top.
‘Kathleen threw the necklace over the Cliffs of Moher so you lot wouldn’t start
a fight when she was gone!’ I call back into the night. It’s a lie of course
but that greedy pig needs to sweat a little. I put its real location in my
little notebook hidden in a secret place. 


Far off, I hear Mama screech, ‘You’ll be sorry!!’


I run down the hill, through the streets of Old Castle, towards the
park. I follow the blaring music and within seconds the circus lights begin to
twinkle through the trees and it is Christmas all over again. I get there with
only seconds to spare. I meet Slaphappy’s mother at the ticket-office. She’s
delighted to see me and waves me through but I insist on paying for Saddhu’s
benefit. The smell of popcorn hits me as I enter the circus through a pair of
ruby-red velvet curtains, leaving MAC and all its trappings behind me. The
stands are full with parents and kids alike and I wish I had pulled Papa along
with me but who knows where Papa is. The floor of the circus is the park field
and it’s odd to walk on trodden grass the outside world. As the atmosphere
swallows me up and takes me into its fantasy, the grass is the only thing that
tells me there’s still a world outside where Mama lurks. I take my seat just as
a bright light illuminates the tent canopy. Sitting on a trapeze is a clown
waving down and giggling at everybody. Children peer upwards in amazement.
While the audience is looking at the clown, something enormous and dark looms
into the ring. The trapeze is lowered to about four meters off the ground and
stops. From the shadows comes an elephant…


‘Saddhu!’ I rejoice, confusing a couple of young kids sitting next
to me.


Saddhu trumpets out to the audience and starts nudging at the
trapeze with his trunk, gradually working up to a shove as the clown arcs back
and forth just half a meter above the elephant’s head. Higher and higher. The
clown suddenly slips from the trapeze and plummets towards the screeching
audience but stops mid-air as he grabs the trapeze bar with his toes. The crowd
let out a collective ‘Whoooa!!’ followed by a rapturous applause. Saddhu
pushes the clown harder and harder until he’s swinging in wide arcs high over
the onlookers with the lights fighting to stay on him. Then Saddhu starts
slapping the clown across the backside with his trunk each time the clown
crosses overhead,  coupled with an ‘Owch!!’ from the clown who then rubs
his behind for the benefit of the crowd. The kids next to me are doubled over
with laughter, they can’t get enough of it. Even their parents are getting a
kick out of seeing the clown getting slapped around. Saddhu looks out at the
onlookers and nods his great head while trumpeting for his audience. The grand
finale arrives. Having gained enough momentum, the clown waits until his bowler
hat starts touching the overhead canvass. A drum roll kicks up and the crowd
lull into a hush. With every gain of height, the drum roll intensifies. Now,
all thoughts of Mama have dissipated in the electric atmosphere of the big-top.
A circus-worker comes from somewhere and leads Saddhu to a specific point in
the ring and backs him up until he’s exactly below the flying clown. The worker
skedaddles from the ring, leaving just the clown and the elephant. The drum
roll grows to a crescendo … the clown is swinging so high now that he’s hitting
his back and chest off the canvas with each swing… My stomach rolls with him.


The drum-roll stops and the clown leap-dives backwards into the air
…. one … two somersaults … three somersaults before landing perfectly
behind Saddhu’s ears…


 There’s a silence before the roar of applause fills the big-top.
Clown and elephant circle the ring. The elephant stops in front of me and the
clown calls out to the crowd. ‘C’mon!! Get up here with me!!’


I look around before I realize that it is me who the clown is
calling to, then it all falls into place: just like Slaphappy had done on
Saddhu’s back. How hadn’t I figured that one out? Probably the clown make-up
and outfit threw me. 


‘Cabbage! C’mon, do a lap of the ring with me!’


I’m frozen to my seat but the kids next to me push and haul me out.
I’d box one of them if their parents weren’t sitting next to them. I make my
way down the aisle and walk nervously to the ring where I’m let into the
sawdust by a worker. The crowd claps though I’ve done nothing to deserve it. 


Slaphappy calls down, ‘Y’know what to do…’ 


I still can’t believe it’s actually him. I pull on Saddhu’s tail and
he mechanically raises his back leg. I jump up and Slaphappy pulls me the rest
of the way. I give Saddhu a big kiss. Slaphappy holds me tight into his chest
and I cannot describe in words what I feel. ‘See, it’s more exciting finding
out this way,’ he yells into my ear. I shiver at his breath so close to my
neck.


We do one more lap of the ring before an explosion fills the
big-top, frightening me sideways. But instead of the elephant making a break
for it through the stands, he rises up onto his hind legs before I know what’s
happening and blows his trunk, scaring me shitless twice in the one spot. This
time, I slide back into Slaphappy and I feel every dip and bulge of his torso.
Curiously, I react to the bulges more than the dips. 


I climb back down and the circus-act disappears between the large
velvet curtains where all the magic comes from. I’m in shock for the rest of
the performance. Acts come and go and I hardly notice that they’re there. The
end soon comes and the audience is thrown into light. People start filing out
and I desperately want to stay in here, stowaway until we get to the next town.
Mama’s going to kill me when I get back. I think about ducking down amongst the
rows of wooden seats and hiding but that’s just not happening so I just sit
there until the big-top is empty, figuring out my excuse for Mama.


‘The circus is over,’ calls a worker.


I want to answer back ‘Duh!’ but I don’t have the heart. I’ve
got to face the music so I leave my seat reluctantly and make my way to the
exit. 


So that’s it then? That was the spectacular ending of my
relationship with Mowgli-Boy? 


I see the silhouette of a smoking clown outside the canopy blowing
clouds of smoke into the freezing night. It quickly materializes into my
favourite clown. 


‘You want to come for a few drinks with us? We always have a little
after-show party on the last night.’


‘Um,’ glancing over my shoulder in the direction of MAC & Co and
believing that the magic of the circus is not only inside the canvas, ‘yeah,
why not, it can’t get any worse now anyway.’ I relish the thought of having
alcohol warming up my innards just like the ghost of Mary had handed me from
her beehive.   


Clocking Slaphappy’s garish multi-colour tartan outfit I tell him
that I feel under-dressed.


‘Oh, it’s informal.’


‘Yeah, I gathered that much.’ Maybe sense of humour isn’t on a par
with his trapeze act.


‘C’mon, let’s go, we don’t have much time before we start tearing
down everything and moving on.’ Slaphappy cuts me with those words but he’s
already leading me through the darkness to the only trailer with loud music
blaring from it.


Inside, I’m greeted by fleeting faces that I saw while shovelling
elephant dung. Some faces are still made up in paint so I don’t recognize them.
Slaphappy hands me a pint glass and fills it up with Bulmer’s cider and lots of
ice. ‘This is the first time that I’ve been offered a drink by a living
person.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


Slaphappy and I squeeze into an armchair and drink steadily as if it
were for medicinal purposes. It’s not long before I feel care-free enough to
tell Slaphappy to call me Happygolucky. 


Slaphappy tells me about their itinerary for the next three months:
“Galway … Clare … Kerry…” until it all becomes a blur. Slug… Slug… The
more I drink the further away Mama and MAC become. Is it my imagination or are
we sinking lower into this armchair? 


‘Offaly … Dublin,’ continues Slaphappy. ‘Then we take it across the
water to Wales … Bristol … Bath …’


Slug … Slug … Slug… ‘Hmm? No, I had a
shower before I came out, thanks… Wait, I didn’t have a shower before I left. I
remember thinking that I could do with a shower because I was sweating BECAUSE
I WAS RUNNING FROM MAMA!’ SLUG … SLUG … SLUG…


I get to my feet and stumble over into Slaphappy’s face. I stare at
the clown up close and personal. Even the white paint he’s got plastered on his
lips hasn’t washed off with the alcohol. ‘Hey, Saddhu should buh-be in here
too. Let’s go get Saddhu and invite him to the party.’


Slaphappy laughs at the idea of having Saddhu in the trailer with
us. He grabs my hand and pulls me up out of the armchair that’s like quicksand.



The night had grown especially chilly while we had been inside. I
wobble when the icy air hits me and I struggle to maintain focus on anything.
My orientation is gone to hell but I’m warm with the drink spilling around
inside me. I’ve no idea where I’m going, but Slaphappy seems fairly confident
as we duck, dive, and sway around trailer-hitches and generators (I start
mumbling gibberish when I spot a generator similar to ours). 


We arrive at an enclosure and I see Saddhu’s enormous form in the
corner. It’s strange to see him lying down.


‘He’s asleep. Listen.’


I hear deep long breaths as Saddhu snores. Does he dream of Africa?
No he doesn’t Cabbage; he dreams of India…I must be drunk.


In the distance, I think I hear Mama calling me, but it’s only my
sozzled imagination or is it the whistling effect coming down Saddhu’s trunk? I
feel pity for Saddhu. He’d probably like another elephant to keep him company.
It must be quite lonely for him here, trapped. I realize that Saddhu and I have
a lot more than flaky skin in common. ‘Let’s set him free,’ I slur into
Slaphappy’s ear. In the silence of the night, everything has become magnified.
We approach the elephant. Suddenly, his snores stop and I see the twinkle of an
eye in the moonlight. 


‘Sshh, easy old boy.’ Slaphappy pats Saddhu on his shoulder.


Papa’s romanticism is getting the better of me tonight. ‘Open the
gate and set him free.’ 


‘Cabbage, it’s not like adopting a jackdaw with a broken wing. The
jackdaw will be just fine when you set it free but it’s not so easy for an
elephant in a park.’


He’s got a point. Damn you Papa… ‘I just think Saddhu might be sad
in here all alone. Is that why you call him Saddhu?’


‘No, it means “Holy man” in Hindi.’


This conversation is getting far too philosophical just to say that
there’s nothing outside these canvas walls for either of them.     


‘It’s freezing out here.’ 


‘Sit here next to Saddhu. He’s like a radiator.’ 


In the darkness, I make out Slaphappy sitting down next to Saddhu
with his back against the elephant’s belly. I sit down next to Slaphappy.
‘Don’t go…’ I utter it before I’m aware of it, overcome by my surroundings. ‘I mean,
y’know, is there any way that you could…’ I try composing myself by not making
myself so desperate,to stop him, but it’s too late and I’ve taken too much
drink. ‘I think I love you…’ Jeeesus! ‘Sorry, I’m a little emotional.’


‘I’ve never seen an emotional cabbage.’ Slaphappy puts his arm
around me. ‘This time tomorrow night I’ll be no more than a dream.’


If words can burn then that line has just left eleven marks across
my being. ‘The thought of going back to the trailer make me sick. Mama’s
everywhere and Papa’s just, well, there, if you get what I’m saying.’


‘Do you want to know what I think?’


I’m not interested in what he has to say, but I’m sure I love him.
‘Hmm.’


‘You’re just looking for anywhere that isn’t your caravan.’


I can’t deny the truth in that.


‘You need to meet other people your age. You’re cooped up in that
rig all day talking to dead people. You need to take control, Cabbage, or your
mother will dominate you for the rest of your life. Now, I’m not saying you go
home and beat up your mother to assert your dominance. All I’m saying is that
you need to start doing things for yourself. I mean, you’re sixteen, right?’


Defiantly, I remind him that I’m almost seventeen, thank you very
much.


‘So, you make the rules.’ Slaphappy takes a flagon of vodka out of
one of his many clown pockets and offers me a sip.


‘For a clown you seem to be quite clever. You’ve got your priorities
right.’ I take a gulp of vodka and it burns as it rides down my gullet.


‘I’ve got a few years experience more than you and I travel around a
lot and see a lot of stuff.’


‘I travel too,’ I protest.


‘Yes, but you’re trapped in that caravan.’


‘“It’s a mobile-home.”’


I place my hand on Slaphappy’s face and remove his red nose. ‘I’d
forgotten that this is plastic.’ I lean in and kiss him on the oily lips. He
pushes into me and sticks his tongue down my throat, wholesale. I can hardly
breathe but I don’t mind dying now, if it’s like this. Slaphappy wedges me up
against the elephant and starts undoing my buttons and I’m too dizzy now to
stop him, not that I would if I could. Apart from other hard objects (sorry to
be crude), I find the bottle of vodka inside his tartan coat and knock back a
quarter. Maybe Slaphappy has a fetish for cabbage but for now, I’m the
cabbage. His clown-hands are all over me. I sometimes get a glimpse of his
clown-face in the moonlight as he comes up for air. Now his baggy clown
trousers are down around his ankles and his fingers are playing me like a
violin, though an out-of-tune one as I grasp to hold onto reality, but that
went out the window when I saw the clown clambering to undo his brace-straps.


‘Live for now, Happygolucky…’ he whispers in my ear and I know a lot
of teenage moms have heard the same line. I’m losing my virginity to a
fully-bloated clown while an Indian elephant looks on with one eye open. I love
it! ‘C’mere, Jungle Boy…’ The thought of being taken by Mowgli-Boy – the wild
jungle lad – drives me wild with desire. Mama can say a lot of things but not
this – Ha! Ha! Mama…! 


 


Reader, in a way, I did run away with the
circus that night. It certainly took a piece of me with it.
















Moonlight Ramblin’


 


No longer a
virgin and feeling lighter somehow, no, maybe cheaper, I leave the life
of the circus behind me. 


As I trot home in the middle of the night a lot of things go through
my mind, like, how many other girls has Slaphappy plied with drink and nailed
in the elephant enclosure? Had it all been planned? Had it been his final
circus-act in Old Castle – the grand finale? The same routine after the last night’s
performance in each town: trailer for drinks … elephantine …
Slaphappy-threesomes for dessert… 


But Mama’s seething face always looms up in my mind’s eye. What
is she going to say when I get back?


Ten minutes later, I get back to MAC and a sickly headache is coming
in with the dawn. The strays lying around the trailer door (Mama’s crony
guard-hounds) prick their ears and start to growl. ‘Shush, it’s just Cabbage!’
The whole wild night that has just passed is beginning to seem like a dream and
in that dream is that beautiful clown. He was right, this is already becoming a
dream and maybe that’s how it’s supposed to stay. 


Climbing the steps with the same stealth of a cat that Papa had once
adopted, I twist the handle of the trailer door but it doesn’t budge. Am I
still drunk or has it frozen up? I don’t remember there being a knack to
opening our new trailer door. I try inserting the key upside-down then
downside-up and every which way before concluding that Mama has locked me out.
I sit on the steps and freeze while I contemplate my next step and I’m bursting
for a piss at the same time. I hadn’t expected this reaction from Mama. 


 


An omen of times
to come, Reader? Just a bit.


 


I spot the old
coffee ‘n cream two-tone across the street. It brings back so many memories,
both confusing and endearing. It was my home and I’d exchange the juggernaut we
have now for five minutes of my old life when we had nothing, but were somewhat
content with our lot.


    ‘Mr. Brick
Shithouse!!’ That’s what I’d been trying to remember all along! I just knew
there was something that I’d forgotten... Mr. Brick is still living in the old
caravan!! I’d left my life-time guardian angel behind for the promise of an
hour of carnal pleasure with a clown (and an elephant). How could I have been
so stupid!! Silly, silly Cabbage!


I run across the street and thankfully the door is open because
nobody had fixed the lock that had broken over ten years ago because Papa saw
it as a metaphorical cage. 


I clamber aboard. ‘Mr. Brick? Hello? You in?’ I’m answered with a
silence and the scratching from the rat living in the roof. I chuckle to myself
thinking that the rat hadn’t bailed out while the world around him had been
thrown a curve-ball of money. Rats are tough, oblivious, and survive whether
we’re there or not. I never thought that I’d say this but I wish I were a rat. 


Lonely and forlorn, I check in the tea cupboard for Mr. Brick
Shithouse, but it is bare just like what happened to Old Mother Hubbard from my
cassette-tapes. ‘Mr. Brick, I need someone to talk to?’ I begin to cry, feeling
that I’ve got nobody in this world right now yet anonymous
voices of the dead still whisper in my head no matter what’s happening outside
my head – they’re the rats. Desperate, I climb into my old makeshift playpen
and cry like I must’ve done as a baby... 


Sleep sneaks in and a black angel comes from the tea cupboard in my
dream. Old Mother Hubbard should’ve looked more closely.


‘Now, why’s my Little Buttercup cryin’ so?’ He strokes my hair and
I’m four years old again. I look up at his face lit by the streetlights.


‘I’ve got nobody, Mr. Brick. I’ve got everybody and nobody.’


My guardian angel kisses my forehead and that kiss warms me up from
my head downwards in a heat-wave,up though I’m vaguely aware that I’m lying on
the floor of the freezing two-tone. ‘Why child but you got more people hangin’
off you than anybody else.’


‘Yes, but they’re dead people; they’d hang off anybody if
they thought that person would listen. They don’t really want to know me. I’m
just a curiosity and a link to the living world. I’m a side-show freak just
like Slaphappy said. Slaphappy is a boy I met at the circus...’


‘I know who he is...’


‘You do?’ I study Mr. Brick’s eyes a little harder to see just how much
he knows. I begin to redden as I see Slaphappy and me getting busy in the
elephant enclosure. Christ, I’m really going for it. I didn’t just make love to
Mowgli-Boy; I rode the clown donkey-derby. Embarrassed, I tell Mr. Brick, ‘Mama
always said “go big or go home.”’ Apologetically, I confess to him that I’d had
too much to drink. I don’t tell him that I’d been plied with drink because now
I realize that I’d gone for it just as much as Slaphappy had. The drink
loosened me up, but numbed me of my first sexual experience.


Mr. Brick nods. ‘Takes two to tango.’ Pause. ‘I had a girl once… She
was part of my act…’ My ex-guardian angel’s eyes mist over and Mr. Brick’s
somewhere far off but never tells me where. He looks at me and says, ‘We gotta
live...’


I’m not sure if there’s irony in that or if what I did was natural
as the leaves on the trees. It’s tricky to tell when it’s coming from a
celestial ex-bodyguard.


‘So, don’t ever think that you’re alone, ‘kay, even when you’re all
alone you’ll have people tryin’ to get your attention.’


‘Dead people.’


‘They’re still people.’ Mr. Brick looks at me with raised eyebrows
and big dark eyes that would make me agree to anything. ‘Or am I not a person?’


The truth is that I don’t know what Mr. Brick Shithouse is anymore.
I know he’s my guardian angel and that he’s here now with me in my hour of need
when Mama and Papa abandoned me. But what is he exactly? I look up at my angel
and it’s uncanny, but I think he’s getting younger ... or am I getting older?
‘How old are you, Mr. Brick?’


‘Hush now child, didn’t anyone ever tell you not to ask a guardian
angel his age?’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I...’


‘I’m just pullin’ yer leg, Honey. Now, would ya’ like to know my
mortal or immortal age?’


‘Um, mortal?’


‘Twenty-eight care-free years and ya’ can peg on another few light-years,
I like to call ‘em, after my life was taken from me pre-maturely.’ Mr. Brick
puts a pause between pre and maturely.


‘So you’ll always be twenty-eight?’


He nods with a sense of sweet ‘n sour melancholy. ‘Well technically
I was twenty-seven when I was taken down – a day before my twenty-eighth year
on your side o’ the woods, Honey. Yer catchin’ up on ole Brick.’ He grows
restless. ‘Look, I didn’t come all the way over here to shoot the breeze. I
shouldn’t even be here, two decades, but I couldn’t turn the other way when I
saw you lyin’ all curled up there in yer playpen – brought back so many dear
memories. I’ve served my time for my crime so that means that I’m a free
spirit, you’ll pardon the pun. I’m no longer workin’ as a guardian angel. I
meant it when I said that you’ll be seein’ a lot less of me ‘round the place.
I’ve got things to do.’ 


I’ve never seen fear in Mr. Brick’s eyes until now. ‘But I need
you.’ I reach up and put my arms around Mr. Brick’s neck. ‘Hey, let me read
what it says on your eyelids – you blink too fast.’ His elusiveness is starting
to piss me off. ‘And you can’t come ‘n go whenever you please. I need to know
where I stand with you.’


‘Did you ever think that maybe those words are not meant to be read?
The blink of an eyelid is the fastest physical movement on the human body so
those letters ain’t there by accident.’


I home up closer to his face, our noses touching. ‘I bet if I get
close enough I’ll be able to read your eyelids.’ Before he has time to react
(or I) I kiss him on those luscious lips of his. But instead of feeling a sort
of safe and homely fatherly vibe I feel something of an electrical nature: I
compare it to receiving a shock but the one that comes from a defibrillator and
I’m the ailing heart.   


Mr. Brick freezes up and gazes into my eyes before unwinding me off
him. ‘I don’t think this’ll work, Honey – I’m dead ‘n yer alive. Besides, I’m
two decades older than you.’ He smiles. ‘This shouldn’t have happened.’ Mr.
Brick grows all cagey.


‘Yeah but I’ll catch up...’


‘Yer just a kid! What am I sayin’? I’m no longer flesh ‘n blood,
Buttercup. Sometimes I forget myself.’


‘I’m sixteen!’


‘Exactly – a confused teenage girl.’


‘Wow, thanks for the stereo-type.’


‘You’re not alone. Yer mama ‘n papa love you very much, but show it
in their own special ways.’


‘Mama’s gonna strangle me when she sees me. Is that her special way
of showing her love?’


‘I don’t have the answers for everythin’, li’l Cabbage. I, uh, I
never had kids of my own so you’ll take what ole’ Brick says with a pinch of
salt. I’ll be on my way. Just know that you’re never alone. Try to get on with
yer life, believe me, it goes by all too quick. I’ll be lookin’ in from the
sidelines, but this is outta my jurisdiction. I should’ve never come back ...
breakin’ a promise where I’m from is frowned upon just like it is on your side
‘o the table an’ I’m not ready to take on another seven years guardianship
penance for breaking the code ‘a conduct.’ Mr. Brick clears his throat and
starts reaming off: ‘Once the child turns eight years old, the guardian
angel will break his hold…’ I should’ve never come to visit you at the
asylum ... or here. There’s this thing, see: I killed two men and I was in
purgatory till I offered up my services as a guardian angel. If I’m caught
breakin’ the law again, I’ll be doin’ time as a fugitive in Limbo.’ Mr. Brick
drops his voice to a whisper. ‘Now that’s a place you don’t wanna be after the
lights go out, see.’


Now I understand the caginess. I shiver at the unending
possibilities of this place called Limbo. ‘What’s it like?’


‘It’s like falling forever in the dark. Now, I’ve served my time and
I’m where I want to be – Heaven, if you will…’


‘Heaven, wow!! What’ it like?’


Mr. Brick chuckles at this. ‘Name one place you’d love to live and
be there forever.’


‘Disneyland! But I heard it’s expensive to get in.’


‘Then Disney it is – free tickets. See, Sugar, there are no gates in
Heaven – gates are only for keepin’ people out. Heaven is yours and you can
come ‘n go as you please.’


‘Where’s your Heaven?’


Mr. Brick looks off to a faraway place and I see the ripples in his
eyes even before he says: ‘Fly fishin’ river-crab on the edge of the Mississippi.’


‘I know that river.’


‘You do, huh.’


I nod ecstatically, proud that Papa’s and Mama’s home-schooling had served
some purpose. ‘I remember it cos Papa never knew how many i’s, s’s, and p’s go
into Mississippi. He tried to teach it with jelly-babies but Mama, being the
realist in the house, taught me by telling me that it’s always one i and two
s’s and two p’s.’


Mr. Brick smiles and strokes my frizzy hair and looks into my eyes
in a way that tells me that I will always have a place in this man’s seized-up
heart. ‘The main thing is that you can say it. Don’t go askin’ me to spell it –
my mama ‘n papa never had time to give ole’ Brick the home-schoolin’.’ Mr.
Brick Shithouse then grows sombre. ‘You won’t see me again, Cabbage, cos if you
do that means that I’m a fallen angel an’ my pride can only take so many falls.
If you see me again then that means ole’ Brick’s in Limbo and Limbo’s a lonely
place when you’re on yer own. I’ve got to be the shadow-master now, Honey. I’ve
got to hide out in those shady places.’ 


For a moment, the tattooed Indian ink-tears on Mr. Brick’s face grow
washy and seem to run down his dark face but I realize that it’s my own tears.
He hands me a conch shell. ‘Found this on my travels. If things ever get on top
of you then just put your ole’ ear-hole to this and listen to the lap of the
sea.’ He hands it to me. I close my eyes and listen to the whoosh of the waves
rolling onto some abandoned faraway beach. It takes me there... I’m standing
with my feet on cold sand; I can feel it rising up between my toes. I’m on a
jagged, foggy island with a tiny beach ... but it’s all mine ... it’s all –


‘Mr. Brick?’


I’m standing at the cupboard in the two-tone as if somebody’s just
woken me from a sleep-walking excursion. Had any of it just happened or had it
been a dream-like fugue? 


I leave the two-tone and cross the street to MAC. I tap on Mama’s
and Papa’s window. ‘Psst, Papa, it’s Cabbage!’ I can’t see in because Mama had
raised a pair of curtains. 


‘Papa – ’


  Mama’s face suddenly appears at the window. She stares at me with
her best expressionless face, but everybody knows that expressionless faces carry
the most expression. She disappears again, drawing the curtains and leaving me
stranded. I slap my hand on the window but she doesn’t appear. 


I run back across the street in a heaping sob and snuggle up with
one of the stray bitches sleeping beneath the axle of the two-tone. Trixie has
been responsible for the lives of more than thirty pups that have come and gone
in my life on the road. As I lay down, I realize that I have a lot in common
with this homeless female dog – it’s just us stray bitches now.


*   *   *


An hour later,
I’m woken by a hand fondling the back of my ear. ‘Hello ole’ girl. Hope you
haven’t been foolin’ ‘round with any strays in the area. Mama’s not in the
adopting kind of mood.’


I’d know that hand anywhere. ‘Papa, it’s me! But why are you saying
that when you told me to go to the circus clown?!’


‘Cabbage??’ The hand becomes frightened,
shocked, and retreats. ‘What are you doing down there?!’


‘Papa, don’t you remember? I went to the circus just like you
advised me to,gi but you never turned up to get me out of the séance so I just
left.’ I ponder what excuse Papa would’ve given, but it’s too late now. ‘When I
came back Mama wouldn’t let me in so I sneaked under here and curled up next to
Trixie.’


‘I will explain to Nicky, no, tell Nicky to let you inside to
get some sleep before work.’ With new-found leadership qualities, Papa
declares: ‘You’ll see that I’m still one of the bosses round here. We have to
stand up to her or she’ll have us both under the axle. She wasn’t always
like this.’ Papa’s hand becomes quite still and pensive then the fingers of the
hand begin to fidget. ‘I’m gonna have a little chat with your mother.’


I watch Papa cross the street defiantly to the MAC – the bitch’s
lair. He climbs the steps and pauses before knocking on the door. Anyone would
think that he doesn’t live there. He’s let inside. There is silence before the
door flies open and bounces off its hinges…  Papa comes flying after it, sailing
backwards through the two-metre gap of air before winding himself on the
footpath. Following a grizzly series of hooping and retching for air, Papa
looks back across the street and shakes his head with his eternal grin. A
Pierre Cardin blanket comes out the door and lands on Papa’s head. I didn’t
know that Mama had purchased new linens. Papa picks himself up off the concrete
because nobody else is there to do it, crosses the street, and climbs under the
axle. We cover ourselves with the blanket and a bunch of animals join us in our
refuge.


*   *   *


The following
morning, Mama smells clown from me. She knows. I know just by the way
she looks at me. She leaves the trailer in a huff, crossing towards town but
takes the field route. 


She returns with an assortment of random items which we both know is
Mama’s white-witch contraceptive D.I.Y-pill (garlic, paprika, tadpole tails,
garland, crow feather, aloe-vera which Mama pronounces as “hello Vera”, and gun
powder, plus Papa’s lucky rabbit foot for a last-ditch effort). Mama mixes all
this up in our new state-of-the-art food blender and rubs it onto my abdomen
and slaps the concoction between my legs like I’m a sheep being doused for
worms. ‘If that doesn’t work then this will…’ Mama leaves a single tablet on my
bedside locker: a morning-after pill. It doesn’t say that on it, but I know
it’s not an aspirin. It’s true for Mr. Brick; she does love me in her own
special way.


A knock comes on my bedroom door. ‘Come in.’ I know it is Papa
because he’s the only one who knocks.


Papa peers around the door. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers an apology.


I frown. ‘Sorry for what?’


‘The last thing we need are baby clowns… I had to tell Mama about
the clown, y’know, just in case.’


I manage a smile but redden up sauna-style. 


‘True, I’m a bit of a romantic but I’m lost when it comes to ladies’
bathroom cabinets. I dread to look behind that mirror.’


‘You love me in your own special way…’


‘Huh?’


‘Nothing, Papa.’
















No Such Thing as Bad Publicity


 


The same week
that I say goodbye to Mr. Brick and the same week that Mama begins hatching her
egg-revenge, I get my first taste of media while we are conducting business
outside the church in Old Castle. National broadcaster RTE television has come
to interview me for a documentary RTE is to air about education ... but not on
the subject of speaking with dead people but home-schooling in itinerant
families. I’m shy and self-conscious in the news report and am constantly
looking over at Mama who is just out of camera-shot. I tell the camera about
the ‘various abacuses (abaci?) Papa made for me with whatever raw materials he
could find and counting out skittles and learning their colours until I became
confused during warmer periods when the colour-coating would melt in my
hands...’


All the while, Mama’s niggling to get into the shot, gently pushing
me out of the frame and plucking up her cleavage as I seem to levitate
left-of-screen. 


I continue, relaying the story of how ‘Papa would sometimes take me
to Colbert train station in Limerick city if we were travelling in the vicinity
to show me the trains that he would then use in his mathematical scenarios:
“Train A, blah blah ... Train B blah blah” just to give his mathematical
theorems that extra sense of reality. I never found out what time Train A got
into the station or what time Train B left but I enjoyed our excursions.’


The interview is going as well as it can until Mama sabotages the
interview and turns it into an effective piece of publicity. She interrupts
proceedings by emitting a high-pitch yell and belly-dances for the camera. She
grabs a hold of the camera and gyrates it into her cleavage while telling the
nation: ‘Secrets taken to the grave? Come see me and I will reveal all…’ homing
in on her bust for some effective subliminal messaging for male viewers.


 


Reader, why RTE
ever aired it is beyond me but Mama used the power of suggestion as her
marketing ploy, which I have to say, was a high coup. RTE more or less edited
out everything that I said but kept Mama’s sexual outburst and later edited it
into another documentary outlining violence in itinerant families. Mama was a
marketing mogul and a pair of hijacking tits in the viewer’s face never fails.
Her little stunt made it from national to international TV and that’s when our
unique service really took off. Instead of steering clear of vicious Mama with
the big tits, people began to flock to our séance-factory in Old
 Castle. Within a month they were coming in biblical droves from the UK,
 Scotland and Wales. After that came every other European country. Pilgrims
(for that’s what they were) began to turn up from the USA
and travellers from the bottom of the world in Australia and New
  Zealand. Everybody had two things in common: to speak with the dead and
witness this curious and beautiful woman induce herself into a melodramatic
trance while I did the work from a quiet corner. 


While
all this was going on, Mama was being extra cool with me. She was preparing her
payback.
















Turkey Stuffin’ Payback


 


Revenge is a
dish best served cold but Mama prefers to serve it with hot gravy, potatoes,
and roast turkey. I should’ve known that a few hours sleeping with stray
bitches underneath our old caravan wouldn’t be Mama’s only revenge for standing
her up during a séance and sleeping with the devil-clown (and all that’s
without her knowledge of the elephant-threesome). She is a proud woman who
suffers from selective memory concerning the caravan romps during the early
years. Payback takes many forms but from the business-end of a Christmas turkey
isn’t a form I would’ve bet on...


During Christmas dinner in 1989, Mama announces: ‘Cabbage, could you
pull out the giblets?’ with an eerily sweet smile. I should suspect something
when she says giblets because she pronounces it as if she’d learned its
phonetic in Collins dictionary. She had planned this little one-act show and
perfected her lines before curtain-up.


‘No,’ says Papa, ‘I shared the giblets out amongst the animals and
Houdini. Anyway, you don’t leave the giblets in the bird,’ Papa points out to
our detriment. ‘You’re, um,’ treading lightly, ‘s’posed to take them out as
they come inside the bird in a plastic bag?’


This is new information for Mama. 


I ask, ‘How did the plastic bag get in there, Papa?’


‘Cabbage, the bird didn’t swallow the bag. The factory that killed
the bird included its innards in a bag. Look,’ Papa is fragile and starts
scratching his bald head, looking at his nails for nits, ‘this is getting
confusing: what Mama means is the stuffing.’ He’s smiling as always but inside
he’s not.


Mama chimes in, ‘I’ll beat the stuffin’ out of you now if you don’t
stop contradicting me. Just stuff your hand up the bird’s ass and serve the
goddamn stuffin’!!’


Papa is as in the dark as I am judging by his smile.


I do as she asks, and serve the stuffing with a large new shiny
ladle. To my surprise I find a little clear plastic bag. ‘Did you cook the
giblets, Mama?’ clocking Papa and waiting for Mama’s killing-me-softly internal
explosion, ‘in the bag, I mean. Um...’


‘This isn’t about the damn bag. Take a closer look, Cabbage.’ Her
patronizing tones are not doing much for my confidence.


Flummoxed, I pull out the bag, clean off the pre-purchased sage and
onion, and see a little note inside. Now Papa’s up on his feet, intrigued, and
his grin is even wider if that’s possible. I open the bag and see a note
addressed to me in Mama’s neat joined-up hand-writing. She knows reading isn’t
my strong point so she’s fully aware that I’ll hammer ‘n stammer through the
caustic words, each one falling harder than the previous. 


I read my name at the top of the note and I can’t help the smile
that spreads across my face. Could this be the first of my Christmas presents? 


‘Read it!’ exclaims Papa, hardly able to contain himself. ‘It
reminds me of Robinson Crusoe, only instead of a message in a bottle we’ve got
a –’


‘Read it!’ commands Mama, frightening me with her gusto.


‘You know I never got as far as joined-writing.’ 


Mama doesn’t react. Obviously she had known that when she penned
this. The presentation of the note is creepy ... Mama’s got a creepy grin on
her face. The whole thing is just creeeepy. Papa is staring at Mama,
trying to comprehend her actions. At the same time, the pleasure on Mama’s face
at seeing me unwrap the poison-pen stuffing is sickening. What has driven her
to such canker??


I sweat over the words, attempting to understand the joined-ip writing,
stammering and lip-synching each word of the simple devastating sentence:


 


Cabbage, I’ve
dumped the mobile-home. Love, Mama.


 


Mr. Brick!!


Panic assaults me as I realize the gravity of the situation, and
speaking of gravity, there is none right now as I grow dizzy. ‘You can’t get
rid of the caravan! I need that caravan, Mama! I told you that when we
got this monstrosity!! Don’t you see how ridiculous we look? We speak with the
dead on behalf of the living. What kind of message are we sending with his
juggernaut? We must be humble and accept my, sorry, your gift as a gift.
We look more believable in the old two-tone.’ 


‘No,’ Mama disagrees with my take on less-is-bigger, ‘MAC represents
our success: Mama And Cabbage, get it? The bigger the rig the better, isn’t
that right, Willy? Mama always said: go big or go home. MAC says: these people
have shiny things cos people contract our services and people actually believe
us … equals many services equals the real deal equals fat stacks in the axle.’
What goads me is that she says “believe” as if she doesn’t believe.


I look across the street and see a pocket of air where the two-tone
should’ve been. The two-tone is where I spent my childhood, but more
importantly, my childhood that I’d spent with one Mr. Brick Shithouse. Where
has Mr. Brick been taken?! But where do logistics fit in when we’re speaking of
spirits? Some say spirits linger on in their pre-death houses, while others
insist that the spirit hovers at the location of death while few say that
spirits walk the cemeteries. What does Cabbage say? I believe the two-tone was
a portal – a vortex – for my shadow-master who I’ve probably lost.


‘You should’ve thought about your precious two-tone mobile-shitload
before you abandoned me and lay with the devil-clown! Go play with your
Christmas gifts you ungrateful child.’ 


Santa had left me a sack of tacky séance props and not the spandex
mini-skirt I was hoping for. 


I plead with
Mama to get back the caravan but she insists on cutting the turkey. ‘Two-tone!
Two-tone!’ I bawl, chanting ‘Coffee ‘n cream!’ in a sick twisted nursery rhyme
until I turn delirious.    


Mama slams down
the carving knife and deals with the situation in the only way she knows how: smack
across the left cheek, kadoing! And then the right Doosh! as she
rebounds with the back of her hand. Then she slaps my face. But it’s no good:
I’m impervious to pain while Papa, the romantic, man-handles her back to the
gravy-boat and leaves.


A brilliant idea suddenly dawns on me. ‘I need that caravan to do the
séances.’ If anything convinces Mama, it’s money.


Mama pauses as the implications of my observation sinks in.


‘I think it’s the connection with my childhood, dunno…’ 


Bang! I’ve said one word too much. I’ve
let the cat out of the bag. I never say dunno or else I might say it in
a different context but I’ve drawn attention to the word and Mama’s the Clever
Fox.


‘Now, Cabbage, we both know that what you’ve just said is a neat
pile of horse-puckey.’


Things are getting desperate. The thought of a life without the
possibility of Mr. Brick coming to visit me leaves me with a gaping numb hole
inside. ‘I’ll leave then! I’m sixteen and I can do as I please!’ Right
now, that seems like a good idea…But I know in my heart and soul that I
probably won’t be going anywhere. Where would I go? Hang around like a stray
bitch? No thanks.


‘I’ve donated the two-tone mobile-home to a bunch of worthy
travellers though they aren’t real travellers but new-age scum.’ Mama
says “new-age” as if she’d just swallowed down a gulp of her own bile.
‘Hippies, that’s all they are, bloody layabouts. Pretend gypsies, children’s
games. At least we have morals and live by the Romani code…’ 


‘When you lay with the postman-devil, you lived by the
get-yer-knickers-off code.’ I check for Papa as I say these damning words but
I’m sure he’ll forgive me. I spot him through the window, across the other side
of the street with his head in the engine of the old Hiace. For a hallucinatory
moment, I think life on the road has finally gotten to Papa and he’s decided to
allow the fan-belt to have its way with his features (not that they could get
any worse) ... but I realize that he’s actually working on the engine!


‘Money has always dictated our lives – nothing or not enough. What
is this code exactly, Mama? Is it a secret code?’


‘Don’t get lippy, Cabbage. We are survivors and survivors bend
rules.’ 


‘At least, let me say goodbye. Where’s the caravan?’


‘Timbuktu.’


We didn’t really get around to geography in my home-schooling. 


*   *   *


I cry for
seventy-two hours straight until I ache physically in my solar plexus and my
head literally turns into a head of cabbage. I cry through meal times which get
as equally messy as toilet duties. I blubber through séances (Mama tries
covering this up by telling the clients that sometimes it’s “emotionally
draining” when speaking with dead people – she’s not wrong). It seems that I’ve
come full circle. I beg and plead with Mama to get back the two-tone caravan
but she just reminds me about my fatal error. I’ll never trust another clown as
long as I live. 


 


Readers and
students, I’m looking deep into my imaginary crystal ball that Santa has given
me for Christmas (not the make-shift goldfish bowl) and realize that clown
make-up now reminds me a lot of my dead lover Marty’s racing helmet – the one who
was killed at the Fairmont hair-pin bend at the Monaco Grand Prix and the same
helmet he refuses to remove until we are together on an equal playing field
(dead, in other words). Could it be that the only two “men” I’ve had in my life
(Mowgli-Boy and a ghost) are cowards hiding behind a mask of bravado?
















Be the Rat


 


It’s a peaceful
Christmas night. It may be a cliché but snow has begun to silently fall
outside. I am anything but peaceful as I lay in my water-bed (Mama fancied a
change so we all got water-beds) because tears are on the agenda tonight. I
imagine our little caravan suspended inside Mama’s crystal-ball:  my caged
little life. I know that I am living a momentous midnight because this is the
beginning and end of something tonight, the 25th December, 1989.
“Chalk it down, Cabbage,” as an anonymous spirit used to once whisper in my
ear. I recall the rat that has lived for years in the roof of the two-tone
caravan – she’s there right now, wherever there is. Her nocturnal activity
became, in an odd way, a bonus-track goodnight fairy-tale after Mama and Papa
had finished reading from the tatty germ-infested fairy-tales lifted from
waiting-rooms. I would imagine that I was a stow-away on a pirate ship and I
lived in an oak barrel with the rat – my illegitimate sister – or she would
lead me through the rafters of the Grimm tales where we would look down on the
characters acting out their tales.


I will be my illegitimate sister: I will be the Rat.
















Lookin’
at the Stars...


 


On the 26th
December, 1989, (St Stephen’s Day in Ireland and Boxing Day in the UK) I come
out of my bedroom with my gloves on cos I gotta lotta boxin’ to do today. 


I’ve come upon a strategy on waking up this morning. That fateful
day when the Hiace had caught fire had been the inspiration for the idea. I
don’t know if my illegitimate sister had anything to do with it but I’m the Rat
now so I guess that makes me her twin illegitimate sister. Maybe that’s taking
one step too far, being an illegitimate sister to a rat is enough. Let’s just
say that she’s provided the long-lost inspiration that I’ve needed to confront
Mama on her own terms.


Mama is polishing my crystal ball on the steps of the trailer while
the animals are playing around the footpath when I get up and go outside. 


‘Mama?’


‘Hmm?’ rub ... rub ... spit ‘n polish ... rub...


‘I’d like to say goodbye to the ole’ girl.’


‘She’s hiding under the axle...’


‘No, I mean the two-tone. I’d like to say my goodbyes and move on.’


Mama looks up at me suspiciously. ‘No funny business, Cabbage. Any
funny business and I will cast a black curse down upon thee so fast that you’ll
beg for the antidote.’ 


‘If you want us to continue working together then I suggest you tell
me where she’s parked up.’ Scorn in my voice; I’m a goddamn elastic band
waiting to go off. ‘I mean, really, what harm can it do? What harm can I
do?’


‘Threaten the hippies...’


‘Naw, I’ll leave that up to you, Mama. “Cheap pale imitation
dropouts” is what you call them. I call them free spirits. I don’t see a lot of
difference between them and us.’


Mama makes a disgusting point of hawking up a wad and spitting
across the Made in China crystal ball then scrubbing it till the glass has
almost turned back into sand. ‘Don’t rise me, daughter. I’ve got a lot
on my mind. Go, say good riddance and be back here for eleven sharp.’


What?? ‘But we don’t start séances till
mid-day.’


‘Well now we start an hour earlier.’


‘And finish an hour earlier?’


‘An hour later…’


‘Wait, wait, stop, what does that mean? We finish an hour later at
the normal time?’


‘No, we finish at 11 at night.’


‘Come again!? That’s,’ working it out on my fingers as I
don’t have buttons, beads, or skittles, ‘twelve hours!’ My work-shifts have
become longer and longer by the week. ‘Where does eating fit into your plan to
rule the world of the living and dead? What time is break and lunch, by the
way?’


‘Straight through. The dead don’t stop for lunch. Eat enough both
sides of eleven. We’re booked out since my stunt on the telly. May the pagan
Gods bless these tits…’ She wobbles them for effect.


‘Are you nuts? But we didn’t even take a break for Christmas?’


‘Christmas is our busy period, Cabbage. Any festive holiday is busy
for us. It’s when people have time to think and normally their lost loved ones
are on their minds.’


Sometimes Mama’s insight scares me. 


‘I thought you liked helping people...’


‘Aw c’mon, don’t go all Nightingale on me, Mama. We both know that
you’re in this for the money.’


‘Now, that’s bang out of order!’


‘Twelve-hour shifts talking with dead people is going to put me into
an early grave and then who will the mighty clairvoyant talk to? Hmm? Don’t
rely on me; just cos I’m alive and speaking with the dead now doesn’t mean that
when I’m dead I’ll be whispering to the living.’


‘Just get on with it and be grateful that you have work when others
have nothing.’


‘But you never worked a day in your life, Mama.’ I know Mama well
enough to know that she’s going to bring up the subject of the good ole’ days
when she engaged in paid romps in-transit “for the good of the family.” ‘Don’t
even go there, Mama. I know what you’re gonna say: that’s not work.’


‘I wouldn’t go shouting that too loud, Cabbage, it’s the oldest
trade on the planet, Dearie, and it’s next in line after the funeral business.
Prostitution and catering for the dead are undying trades. But I grant you the
knowledge that, after a while, I began to enjoy it.’


Hadn’t Papa said the same thing?


‘So why didn’t you stop charging then if you liked it so much?’


Mama pauses to think and the sincerity on her face is, well,
worrying. ‘Charging made it feel like work. I was offering a service when we
were penniless. Your father accepted it when money exchanged hands. Never work
for anybody, Cabbage.’


‘Still, I don’t think it is work. You could’ve gotten a job folding
clothes or stacking shelves.’


‘Cabbage, the gypsy is a self-sufficient creature and we bow to
nobody. We are our own boss, whatever the line of work we’re into. Now, it
happens to be clairvoyance.’


‘How can you say that? What I – we – do is very special. It’s not
like I can’t be an electrician so I’ll be a plumber instead. I’ve – we’ve – got
a unique talent. Anyway, we’ve been over this before. So, where’s the caravan so
I can say my goodbyes?’


Mama tells me where the two-tone is. Turns out that it’s just a
ten-minute walk from here, on the other side of Old Castle, parked up at the
derelict train-station where a commune of hippies has gathered. Mama tells me
that I’ve got half an hour to say my goodbyes. She’s gone and bought a Mickey
Mouse watch with a gaudy red wrist-strap and doesn’t look at the sun’s position
in the sky anymore. She shows me Mickey’s hands and I break into a sprint with
our animals following behind. My reconnaissance mission begins, though Mama’s
none the wiser.


Ten minutes later, I arrive at the derelict train station and am
surprised to see up to twenty caravans strewn along the sides of the tracks. I
see that the hippies have taken over a few loose carriages that have been
sleeping on the tracks for years. It looks like a ghost train. It’s only been
two days but a sudden pang of sadness goes off inside me. The caravan looks to
be all alone in a room full of strangers (caravans) but in another way, it
looks happy to be with its own kind and I imagine that this must be how it feels
to let your baby off at kindergarten on the first day. I know the two-tone is
nothing but iron and aluminium but it’s what’s inside the tea-cupboard that
goads me on and pushes me up to the door. 


I knock. No sooner has my fist left the caravan door when I freeze.
I’ve made a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here ... it was enough just to see
the two-tone and make sure of its logistics but the thought of Mr. Brick being
so close has clouded my senses.


Before I’ve time to leg it, a lanky-haired stubbled individual opens
up with a wide grin on his face, too bright, as if he’s been up to something.
‘Yeah?’ His strained smile stays big on his face. ‘I’m Asteroid Mike...’ Look
again and anyone would think that he’s just seen a ghost. I get the feeling
that I’ve interrupted something. ‘This is Little Hale Bop...’ says Asteroid
Mike, as a cute though startled petite woman with a cherubic face and wide
sky-blue eyes pops her head out the door. 


‘Oh, okay, I’m,’ about to say Cabbage, ‘Valentina.’ 


‘Oh, beautiful name! Can we help you with anything?’ asks Little
Hale Bop, looking back into the caravan. Asteroid Mike, too, flashes occasional
glances over his shoulder. Then I hear the playful voices of young children
before they too appear at the door. These two, boy and girl, are miniature
versions of their parents, dressed in the same typical polka-dot hippie get-up.


‘Our caravan is haunted!’ 


I can’t believe what I’m hearing. ‘Really??’ I try to play dumb.


Little Hale Bop scolds her daughter, ‘Stop saying that, Ursa Minor!
It’s just the wind.’


‘The wind??!’ laughs the boy. ‘The wind doesn’t have a shadow!’


My good Jesus! They’ve discovered Mr. Brick!


‘Leo Minor,’ says Asteroid Mike, glancing at his wife, ‘it’s just the
wind.’ He looks at me and chuckles a little hard for my liking. Everything
is big about Asteroid Mike. ‘There’s a rat in the roof,’ he leans over to me
and whispers. ‘But we’re not sure if that’ll creep ‘em out even more so we’re
sticking with the wind.’


I almost fall over with relief. I want to tell them that my
illegitimate twin sister kept me company at night too but I don’t want them to
know who I am because that will foil tonight’s plan.


The little girl hippie plucks at her eyelids and hands me one or
maybe a dozen eyelashes...


‘I told you to stop doing that.’


But Ursa Minor doesn’t listen to her mother-constellation. ‘It’s
good luck to find an eyelash.’


‘Yes,’ agrees her interstellar-father, ‘finding is not pulling out.
That’ll bring you bad luck.’


This conversation is starting to sound a lot like at home.
Nevertheless, I let the little girl sprinkle several eyelashes onto my palm and
I do make a wish. I don’t make a wish for each of the girl’s eyelashes because
that’s greedy and counter-productive. I make one big proactive wish and
hopefully it’ll come true tonight. I cannot tell you what my wish is now
because then it won’t come true.


I’ve got to get out of here before I give them a reason to be
suspicious. ‘Um, I’m not from town,’ sounds like I am from town, being a
terrible actress that I blame on telly-less childhood, ‘and I was just
wondering if you could tell me the way to the town-centre?’


Little Hale Bop looks at Asteroid Mike for clarification. ‘Well, you
are in the centre, Honey. This is as good as it gets I’m afraid.’


‘That’s not completely true,’ Asteroid Mike gestures around him as
if greeting an arena: ‘the caravan?’


‘Hmm, the caravan,’ Little Hale Bop responds with a hint of
ambivalence. ‘I think we paid too much to that gypsy.’


Asteroid Mike condemns Little Hale Bop for even suggesting it. ‘She
was a pleasant woman with a great gusto for life.’


Little Hale Bop playfully slaps her husband’s shoulder. ‘She fooled
you with her,’ clocking her kids, ‘openness.’ Little Hale Bop frowns in
condemning fashion and I know that Asteroid Mike had fallen under Mama’s
cleavage-spell of lust and forbidden fruit: passion-fruit. A part of me
desperately wants to move in with this family with stars in their eyes, but I
decide to beat a hasty retreat. ‘’kay, bye!’


My trip back to MAC-Central becomes a guilt-trip. Do I have the
right to evict a nice family from their home? 


Yes, I do. It’s my goddamn home and it was sold out from under my
nose...
















Linnets in a Cage


 


I get back to our camp-site to see Papa sitting in the Hiace with a
smile – a smile that meets his eyes in every way. The Hiace is running again
and it’s heart-warming to hear my childhood back-fire and splutter. Papa’s just
sitting in there, flicking dials and broken switches like a kid just dying to
stick it into first. ‘Just like the old days!’ he calls out. ‘Fixing the Hiace
has been the best therapy for me and forget those shrinks!’


I seize the moment and suggest, ‘Why don’t we take
her for a spin?’ 


Papa’s expression changes as he eyes MAC. ‘Nicky
doesn’t want me to be seen in it. We’re above all that now,’ he reams off,
disconnected, strained.


‘Nicolasia not Nicky!’ comes a muffled yell from
inside MAC mother-ship.


Papa and I exchange similar she-is-everywhere
glances.


‘So why did you fix it up?’


‘She wants me to sell it or drive it off a cliff.’


‘What?? I thought you were fixing it up to drive
around...’


Papa shakes his head apologetically. 


I sit in the old Hiace next to Papa and lower my
voice. ‘Don’t you see what’s happening? She’s taking over. She’s become a
dictator and we are trapped here.’


Papa laughs at that but his laugh grows silent,
though his smile remains, as my words sink in. I’ve got his attention now. 


‘Think back to that moment when you and Mama first
took to the roads with all that promise in the air. The idea of being free!
Look around you, Papa, you’ve never been more trapped. We are Mama’s
linnets-in-a-cage.’


Papa looks at me through haunted eyes. ‘Your mother
said that to me when we lived in my borrowed flat in Limerick. She told me that
she felt like a trapped linnet. I fainted after that because I realized that
she could speak English from the very beginning and she never told me.’


I nod and raise my eyebrows, saying: There’s a
lotta things she hasn’t told us. ‘Linnets, Papa, linnets.’


Papa looks a lot like fine china again and I have to pull this back
before he cracks. ‘How about going for a spin tonight? Push wrappers out
through the hole in the floor like the good old days when rubbish wasn’t
divided into fifteen different biodegradable bins.’


‘She’ll see us.’


‘Not if she’s asleep...’


‘It doesn’t sleep.’


I repeat myself.


Papa scratches his bald head and checks his nails.
‘The nits are gone; time to grow my hair back. I feel sorry for having to evict
them like that but it’s my head.’


‘Yes it is Papa. Take it back, take it all
back. Your hair was yours to begin with, Papa. Nobody has the right to take
that from you.’ I hope that Papa can decipher the metaphor and realize that I’d
never show so much enthusiasm for his hair. ‘Speaking of hair, do you still
have those old beards?’


Papa looks at me as if I’ve just asked a silly
question. ‘Of course, I sleep with them under my pillow just in case... What
are you planning, Cabbage?’ 


‘An asteroid shower, perhaps...’
















Shootin’ Stars


 


I set my alarm
for two in the morning but I’m delighted to hear Papa’s soft knock on my door
ten minutes before. I’m nervous as hell and I’m trying to get my breathing on
schedule. As I put my hand on the door-handle I have a moment of doubt and
begin to ask myself questions: Why am I about to do this exactly? Why not
just let Mr. Brick go, Cabbage? He made it clear that our last meeting would be
our last... I’m almost seventeen and old enough to take care of myself.
He’s served his 8-year stint so is it greedy to not let him go? Then I
think of my current linnet-in-a-cage situation and even though I love Papa and
Mama (in my own special way), I need him: I NEED MR. BRICK SHITHOUSE IN MY LIFE
NOW!


Papa’s standing outside my bedroom door like a kid
with an extra crazy grin on Christmas morning with his John Lennon specs and
his metal-detector. ‘It sleeps.’


I tell him that he won’t be needing the
metal-detector tonight but that he will need the key to the Hiace to start it and
the beards.


He whispers back, ‘The key’s in the van...’


‘Why would you leave the key in the van, Papa? What
if somebody steals it?’


‘Who’s going to steal it?’


I nod in agreement. ‘I need you to get something that
will make fire ‘n smoke.’ I try to sound as nonchalant as possible but I know
that there’s serious risk involved. My plan works inside my head but will it
work outside my head?


Papa cleans his ears out. ‘What?! We’re going
to see some shooting stars, Cabbage, you said. Maybe have a midnight feast on
some boulder?’


‘Fire ‘n smoke.’ 


Papa studies me. ‘You are not the same child I
raised...’ He’s beginning to lose it again, ‘I think the dead are having a
negative influence on you.’ Papa freezes when Mama’s snores suddenly reach an
asphyxiating snorting climax ... before resuming to normality again from the
master bedroom.


‘You’re a romantic old soul and romantics love to
light a fire...’


‘Yes, true, but in a romantic way, not pyromania.’


‘Papa, y’know when schools have a fire-drill?
Everybody panics and runs before they find out that it was all just a hoax?’


‘Um...’


‘That’s the one thing that I missed during our
home-schooling...’ Fingers crossed... ‘It was never real enough.’


‘You should’ve told me and I would’ve come up with
something.’


‘I’m telling you now, Papa.’


Not looking all that enthused, Papa darts away and
starts looking in the cutlery drawers.


‘Are you sure you’ll find fire ‘n smoke in there?
Relax, take deep breaths. C’mon, use your initiative, Papa. How long has it
been since you actually took the initiative?’


Papa looks at me blankly and looks about
MAC-Mothership. ‘I know just the thing that’ll cause a flame and a lotta toxic
smoke. In a way, it’s a catharsis! Don’t you see!’ Papa’s really getting into
it now, a little too into it. 


‘Nobody said anything about toxic fumes, Papa, just
start a fire with some smoke.’


‘Gotcha! Let’s go.’ Papa’s pumped now and rolls
across the floor of the trailer, opens the door, and somehow, stealthily rolls
head-over-heels down the steps commando-style. ‘I’m alive, Cabbage! Jesus but
if I’m not alive!! Where have I been?’ Papa starts whistling an out-of-tune
melody (but stops when he realizes his eternal grin makes him lisp) so clicks
his fingers as a herd of animals pour from the beneath the trailer. 


‘I’m not sure it’s such a good idea.’


‘’Kay.’ Papa banishes the stray bitches (three-legged
and four-legged) back to their hole but he insists that Houdini come with us in
case we need to divert attention and give an impromptu show.


We climb aboard the Hiace but when Papa’s about to
turn the key we realize that the back-fire explosions will wake Mama. 


On fire himself now, Papa gets out of the van and
tells me to get into the driver’s seat. I begin to steer as Papa pushes us away
from mother-ship MAC. Papa tells me in the side-view mirror: ‘When I tell you
to pop the clutch, you pop that bitch, got it?’


But twenty meters down the street, the steering wheel
comes off in my hands and I’m three years-old again pretending to drive. The
Hiace rolls down the hill and heads for the river Arra of all places. Papa
swings open the door and manhandles me across the gear-stick to the passenger
side, grabbing the steering wheel from me and somehow shoving it back onto its
whatever. He diverts us from disaster and switches the key… The Hiace explodes
into life with a back-fire that goes off like a firework in Old
 Castle. Brake and steering fluid flow again and Papa pulls the Hiace into line
while screaming. I’m not sure if that’s good but I won’t know until his
hollering levels off. 


I tell Papa where to go and he quickly reminds me
that he’s from Old Castle. I’d forgotten. There’s nothing about him that
says he’s from this little town. He knows a short-cut to the derelict old train
station and I’m kind of feeling proud of Papa right now with my heart still in
my mouth and white-knuckled since the steering-wheel came free in my hands.
That’s not supposed to happen; wasn’t part of the plan inside my head.


We pull up at the entrance. Papa doesn’t like the
look of the place and neither do I, now in the cold dark of night. We reach for
our beards and strap them on. Some of the caravans have light coming from them
while others are in darkness. I can’t make out the two-tone so I signal Papa to
drive through the entrance and continue along the path. This is something I
hadn’t revised in my head: what if the Asteroid family isn’t in bed? They’re
hippies for Christ sake! But, thankfully, it looks very quiet.


‘Switch off the lights...’


I can feel Papa’s stare but I remain composed. He
does as I ask and we creep along the path towards the caravans. The van stays
below 10 mph but Papa informs me that if we hit 11mph she’ll start to jolt and
that’s when she back-fires and back-fires are something I can live without
right now. While all this is going on, I’ve got a thousand voices in my head
asking me what I’m up to. The dead might claim that they’ve no real interest in
the living world but they’re nosey tonight. 


‘There it is! The two-tone!’ The light of the moon
illuminates the two-tone and it’s like finding a long-lost friend in a crowd.


Papa gets a fright and, by default, blows the horn.
That sends him over the edge and he starts with the window-wipers thump ...
thump ... thump ... then frantically scratches his eyes for whatever
imaginary smudge is clouding his vision.


‘Papa, relax! Take hold! Take fucking hold!’


My swear-word brings him to his senses. ‘Sorry, I’m
fragile...’ 


I signal to Papa to back-up as close to the two-tone
as possible. Papa’s becoming suspicious now and refuses to change into reverse
so I do it for him, grinding the gears before he slaps down on the clutch. ‘I
don’t like this...’ he says, yet reverses and guides the Hiace around other
caravans with the mastery of a sea-captain. I hop out with the stealth of a
lynx and indicate Papa back to within an inch of the two-tone’s ball-hitch (at
this point I ponder how they had gotten it here without a van). Having a
possible vehicle attached to the two-tone had also not entered my inside-head
plan.


I whisper ‘Fire ‘n smoke...’


Papa switches off the engine and gets out of the van
then disappears around the back while pseudo-swearing, ‘Sugar! Hells Bells!’


‘What? Papa, what??’


He doesn’t answer. He hops into the van and pulls it
forward a foot.


‘Papa, you need to understand that we’re about to
attach the two-tone to the Hiace – in case you hadn’t figured it out. We need
the van as close as possible for a smooth getaway. Remember how smooth it was
when we were transported to the Bog of Allen overnight?’


Papa nods.


‘That smooth.’


He nods and repeats, ‘Smoke ‘n fire...’ mechanically
and climbs into the back of the van. A lot of rooting around follows and
dragging and then I see it...


The head of a coffin...


Then another sidles up next to it...


‘Not the coffins, Papa!’


‘Don’t you see the significance of this moment,
Cabbage? It’s time to burn the coffins cos that’s the only purpose they’ll have
in their lives as far as I’m concerned. Who was I kiddin’? I’m the goddamn
postman!! They were built to be destroyed to give me new life!’


‘Papa, I think you’ve been reading too many Norse
gods books again.’


‘Grab that end!’


I do what he asks and collapse under the weight of
the coffin. ‘Who’s in here?’ 


‘Nobody, I swear.’ Anybody else might not believe
Papa. ‘Mama insisted on quality coffins so I carved them out of walnut burr
with a titanium liner. I based that idea on the SR Blackbird which is made from
titanium so that radar doesn’t pick up –’


‘Papa, that’s fascinating but we must concentrate now
okay. When I say drive you drive. Got it?’


We leave both coffins by the biggest windows on
either side of the two-tone. It momentarily strikes me odd that the curtains
are pulled back despite being night-time (very easy to imagine a face peering
out) but I’m too caught up in the, um, heat of the moment as Papa pours lighter
fuel over the macabre works-of-art and sets fire to each one with the same match
in some form of ancient ritual. 


We quickly become mesmerized by the flames. I’m
falling into a pyromaniac trance before copping that we never reversed the
two-tone back to the hitch. Christ on a bike! Over the crackling of the walnut,
Papa starts up the Hiace ... only it doesn’t want to start up.


Wait, I’m having a nightmare now, right? Yes,
maybe, I’m normally in bed at this time so go back to sleep but I can’t sleep
cos it’s getting mighty toasty underneath this beard.


Between chugs I hear Papa curse blue lightening: ‘Shoot!’
while the flames burn brighter and higher, now beginning to light up the hippie
commune around me. The Hiace chokes and wheezes but its spark-plugs don’t
ignite, unlike Papa’s ‘His ‘n Hers’ coffins that are throwing out real
shit-fire heat. My plan was to shout ‘Fire! Fire!’ but now what’s the
goddamn point! The interstellar family will come bolting from the two-tone and
see the van hitched up and going nowhere fast, you could say caught red-handed
but now is not a time for light-hearted jesting...


The Hiace suddenly roars into life with a crescendo
of artillery back-fire and Papa’s so stressed out now that he can’t take his
foot off the accelerator and his stroke-grin is mental. The Hiace
screams high revs and spews fumes from its exhaust. I slam the bonnet with my
palm, breaking Papa from his stupefied state. ‘Fire!’ I yell at the two-tone,
strategically through various surface cracks I’ve come to know during my
life-time in my beloved caravan. ‘There’s a fire!! You’ll burn to death!
Everybody out!!’ I keep shouting and roaring but nobody appears at the
door. I take it upon myself to break down the door to Papa’s astonishment but
when I go to pull the door off its hinges I discover that it’s not even locked
and land on my ass.


The van suddenly jerks forward, spins off sideways as
the weight of the caravan hits it, then gains traction and rockets down the
entrance-way and is gone in an incredible hail of shit-hail ‘n back-fire, the
two-tone bouncing wildly off the path. The last image is of Papa and Houdini
looking out the window, back at me, Papa with that creepy grin and a foot stuck
to the floor with nerves. The doctors said that he would eventually get feeling
back in his face and Papa would be a worrier once again but tonight his grin is
on fire. I manage a smile. If I never see him again, I know in my heart that
I’ve helped him tonight. If nothing else comes of this stunt then I’m content
in knowing that Papa can see again.


That’s when I realize that Papa probably had
misunderstood ‘Fire!’ for ‘Drive!’... That’s when I realize that there
was never anybody in the two-tone ... And that’s when I realize that the
Milky-Way family is standing right behind me surrounded by a constellation of
bewildered hippie folk in the jumping shadows of the coffin-flames. 


I croak, ‘Fire...’ one last time. Immediately, I take
stock of my current position. I’ve got one of two possibilities: run down the
dark path where Papa had just disappeared or stay and face the music.


I run...


But before I’ve taken three paces, Little Hale Bop
calls out, ‘Cabbage! Don’t run! We know who you are ... we knew who you were
when you called to us. You’re famous ‘round these parts. That beard fools
nobody.’


I stall, afraid to look back. I’d forgotten about the
goddamn beard. And there was me thinking that I already looked like a complete
idiot...


‘You’re welcome to the caravan,’ says Asteroid Mike.
‘We’re staying with family.’ He gestures to fifty other confused hippies. 


Ursa Minor adds her weightless voice to the matter,
‘We’ve been living with a ghost for the last few days...’


I notice that she doesn’t have any eyelashes left.


Her brother, Leo Minor, clarifies, ‘Not the
wind.’


‘Welcome to the club,’ I answer in all honesty. And
now it dawns on me why the previous owner of the two-tone had jumped to his
death in front of Papa down at Bale Beach all those years ago: he had seen Mr.
Brick Shithouse or rather he hadn’t seen him because, if he had, he would’ve
seen the real beauty in my guardian angel. What happened was, like so many
others, he’d only half-seen Mr. Brick – the hair-raisin’
goose-bump-in-the-night side of Mr. Brick. I guess he had been sensitive like
all the others who only pick up some signals and what results is a haunting. 


‘Cabbage knows what’s in there and we know she’s back
for whatever’s in there – she’s the daughter of the gypsy woman who talks to
ghosts.’


‘Wow!’ exclaims Leo Minor.


Right now, I want to slap Mama while the hippy
commune stares into my soul... 


Little Hale Bop comes up to me and takes my hands in
hers. ‘We’re staying with our family cos we couldn’t bear it any longer.’ She
giggles. ‘Listen to me, we’ve only been in the caravan a couple of hours ...
but there is somebody else in there and the place isn’t big enough for
five. You’re welcome to stay if you wish but I think you’ve come back here for
that poor soul.’ She looks over her shoulder. ‘We were thinking that maybe it
might be somebody who your mother brought forward but couldn’t send back.’


‘Not exactly,’ I answer, ‘but something along those
lines. It’s the opposite actually. Spirits don’t want to come but I have to
summon, I mean, Mama has to summon them up and hold them before they
bounce back into their own realm.’


‘That must be exhausting for your mother.’


I see the compassion in Little Hale Bop’s blue eyes
and it’s a relief to see, for the first time, somebody acknowledging the stress
involved in hauling ghosts to the land of the living. I so want to tell her
that it’s me behind the séances but if that ever got back to Mama, then I’d be
the one being contacted. ‘Thanks for your understanding. If you ever want to
contact anybody just let us know.’


‘We’re open about the next life and what might
occasionally drop in from there but we believe that life is for the living and
those boundaries shouldn’t be crossed. I can’t say the same for spirits cos I
got no right.’


How many times have I wished that my life was for
living? I realize now that ghosts have brought me nearer to death, probably
50-50 by now.


Asteroid Mike pipes up, ‘And there’s something not
right about that cupboard above the sink. Don’t ask me what it is, just a
gut-feelin’.’


‘The rat,’ I wink and walk away with a hundred hippie-eyes
shearing into me and the flames from the burning coffins licking at the night
sky.
















Black Sheep ‘n Loose
Cannons


 


Reader, this is
the beginning of the end...


 


Just before four
in the morning, I meet Papa back at our post outside the church in the centre
of Old Castle. He had parked up the Hiace and the two-tone across the street
from mother-ship MAC where the queen-bee lay resting before her day of spawning
money grubs. You may think that this is harsh but it’s the truth. You’re
looking at my words on this page and this is the closest you will ever get to
living my life. I can’t tell you how good it feels to have Mr. Brick beside me
once again.


Are you keeping your guardian angel as a trapped marionette in a
clapped-out caravan just to sing ‘n dance when you say...?


Papa has removed his beard and rose-tinted JL glasses. This outing
has taken ten years off him. His grin remains, but Rome wasn’t built in a day.
He apologises for freaking out but I tell him that it has worked out for the
best. He also relays the fact that one of the suspensions on the Hiace gave out
on the way back here, “probably all that stress.” So we quickly locate a block
and jam it under the left-side. He asks me where we should hide the two-tone
before Mama wakes up. This is something that I’d been pondering on my way back
from the train station. ‘Right here.’


Papa looks at me as if asking me if I’m bananas. I need to know that
Mr. Brick isn’t far away ... and no, I cannot explain this relationship that we
have. ‘I’m going to live in the two-tone.’


‘What??’


‘I cannot stand the scrutiny, Papa. Mama’s changed. Money’s blinded
the woman. I need to have my own space if we’re to continue our scam. I’m an
adult now.’


‘But you have your own room in MAC, bigger than the entire
two-tone!’


‘I just need out, Papa. Mama’s cramping my style big-time.’


Papa’s ambivalence is clear when he tells me that, ‘She has her
moments but that’s what family is about, Cabbage.’


‘That’s the problem – I will always be half-gypsy to her. I will
never live up to her expectations. She knew the two-tone has a special place in
my heart. That’s why she sold it to those hippies.’


‘Why is that caravan so special to you?’


I pause as I rev myself up to tell Papa about my guardian angel who
lives in the tea-cupboard and who saved my young life on so many occasions from
falling forks ‘n knives to shock-therapy prongs in later life. I decide to hold
my secret for now. I trust Papa, and I know he can keep a secret, but he’s
still fragile and who knows when he might show hairline cracks.


Papa nods gravely. I know he’s thinking the very same thing but in
his case. Then Papa says something very softly that touches my heart, and for a
moment, he’s not Papa, but a good friend. ‘I don’t think Mother and Father will
ever accept me again.’ 


It’s the first time I hear Papa mention his parents and obviously it
has been on his mind.  Maybe this is what’s been bugging Papa and it’s got
nothing to do with “the road”.


‘It’s been seventeen years since I spoke to them and they’re five
minutes from here.’


I choose my words carefully, ‘Um...’ but that doesn’t cut it. I try
again, with a real sense of hope this time, ‘How ‘bout we pay them a visit?’ 


Papa freezes in my embrace. ‘Absolutely not, it’s up to them to come
to me. They’re the ones who walked out on me, remember. Once they got wind that
Mama was a gypsy they disowned me.’


I want to say that I understand completely but I don’t out of
respect for Papa. I hug him and wish him a good night or good morning, by now.
He stands there and watches me close the door of the two-tone behind me.


 


Metaphor,
Reader?
















Love Across Broken
Lines


 


Mama and I sink to considerable depths within days of setting up
shop across from mother-ship MAC, finally choosing the broken line of the
street as a cut-off point outside séance and eating hours; she sticks to her
side of the street and I stick to mine. You probably can guess the reason: yep,
Mama goes balls-out ballistic when she sees that the two-tone has returned in
the night like the old three-legged stray, Gypsy, that she had tried to lose so
many times. (By the way, the bitch – Gypsy – has deserted MAC’s axle and returned
to the two-tone’s underbelly as did the rest of our orphan-animals.) I won’t go
into detail here because it’s just another argument with Mama and I prefer to
save a tree than put you through that again. Basically, Mama is threatening to
disown me if I don’t “perform”. But I will only perform if Mama lets me do it
my way so we meet in the middle of the street and that’s where we stay.


One morning in late January ‘90, Mama calls an
extra-ordinary general meeting and declares that “we’ve soaked up what money
can be made in Old Castle and the surrounding countryside, so I’ve decided that
we will take our show on the road once again. We will travel what’s left of
this godforsaken island and travel to another godforsaken island – the UK.”


I protest, ‘You’re jealous cos you’re from a
land-locked country...’ 


‘Striiiker!’ rejoices
Papa, giving me the thumbs-up followed by a Mexican-wave. It’s a beautiful
thing to see him so well since abducting the two-tone


I make my demands. ‘I’m not moving without the two-tone!
And let’s face it; you’re not going far without me. I’m the heart of the
operation here and you can bluff a séance all you want but clients will soon
see that you’re not the real deal. Put that in your pipe ‘n smoke it!’ I’d
heard a ghost say that once. It was a sort of residual thing, over and over
again in my ear. 


Papa giggles some more while Mama flares and puts her
white-knuckle fists on her hips and stuffs her orange-and-red-star neckerchief
in her mouth then bites down hard. ‘So what do you propose,
Smarty-Pants?’


I find a new-found brazenness when I see how Mama
surrenders to my demands. ‘Take the two-tone with us...’ Gulp.


‘What message is that giving to our clients? Huh,
Cabbage? Huh? And how, exactly, will we bring the two-tone plus MAC’s trailer?
Your father has enough trouble driving between the lines besides having that
jalopy trailin’ off the back of us. Mama always said go big or go home and you
just watch yourself cos I just might go home if this is the case.’


Papa looks from Mama to me with raised eyebrows:
‘Wait!’


‘What, Willy?!’


‘An idea’s coming!’ Papa announces. ‘Sweet Jesus in
Heaven! I got it, kid!’ For once, his infinite smile actually fits the
occasion. And shoot me down if I’m wrong but I think Papa’s Chelsea grin has
begun to soften at the edges, ever so gradually like putty, his old face is
coming back. It’s a beautiful thing... ‘Cabbage can take the Hiace.’ Papa winks
at me from behind a box of Corn Flakes (no more bark for brekkie).


‘She can’t drive, Willy!’


‘Well, she’ll learn, Nicky! Pass me the sugar
... no, the natural sugar-cane stuff.’


Papa! Atta Boy, Papa!


‘And I’ll teach her!’ he rejoices, sending flakes in
all directions now. ‘We’ll start today... Now even!’ Papa’s looking for any
excuse to be free of MAC for half an hour. ‘I’ll get the key to the Hiace. No,
wait, it’s in it.’


‘If this is the only way forward then it’ll have to
be a crash-course cos I want to be out of here by sun-down,’ warns Mama. ‘And
stop calling me, Nicky.’


‘Where can she do the driving test? She needs a
license.’


‘I’ll find one.’


*   *   *


We take the term crash-course literally as Papa guides me through
the streets of Old Castle while I steer and operate the Hiace.


‘Maybe I should’ve practiced without the caravan
first?’


‘You heard her: she wants to be outta here by
sun-down.’


I drive down into the main square of Old Castle and
circle the town-square. 


Papa yells, ‘I used to ride that horse with the
Templar knight when I was a youngster!’ I turn to see an oxidized green bronze
man riding a greener horse in front of an enormous stone castle... 


CRASH!!


For a brief moment in space, we are floating and free
of gravity in a silent vacuum and the green knight is but an innocent
bystander. Really, it doesn’t sound like CRASH but it’s more of a loud sudden
bang and the shattering of broken glass. 


The new graphite-black BMW just in front of my bonnet
indicates the other half of this collision. My first impulse is to look over my
shoulder to check that the tea-cupboard hadn’t been jolted from the wall but of
course I’m looking into the back of the Hiace. Down through the years, the
Hiace and two-tone has melted into one time-capsule. 


Papa grinds the Hiace into reverse even though he’s
not driving. While the gears shear and tear he realizes that it’s all in vain
because a sticky jam of traffic has piled-up behind us. In a cacophony of
beeping horns he reaches for the illegal paperwork immediately in the glove
‘department’ while cursing wildly and without repent: ‘Hells Bells!’ He pulls
on his beard and glasses from the same glove ‘department’ and dons them while
hiding beneath the dash ... But Papa cannot hide forever...


A snooty couple in their sixties, all blazers and
silk neckerchiefs, get out of the crumpled BMW 320D and approach the unscathed
bitch we’ve come to love as Hiace... 


‘Papa, they’re coming ... What’ll I do? Papa?’ 


Now they’re politely knocking on the window so Papa
has no choice but to rise into view with a wide devilish grin, like an extra
character in a hell-for-leather Punch and Judy show.


The male half of the angry couple steps back before
asking, ‘What, ya’ think that this is funny? I’ll wipe that smirk off
your face. Let’s swop insurance details and get outta here.’


The female half has a real strop on. ‘Do you even have
insurance?’ 


Papa’s jaw tries to drop behind his beard (but can’t
due to the stroke) when he sees that they’ve crashed into ... drum roll …
Father and Mother! 


Immediately, Papa pitches his voice an octave higher
and spoils it by saying, ‘Of course we have, Mother!’


Mother grows pale hearing her eunuch-bearded son for
the first time in almost two decades. She looks to her husband for support but
the man’s turned mute and jaundice-yellow. Gangrene has set into the man,
gangrene. 


‘William!? Is that you, son!? Good God man, what’s
happened to you?! What’s with the smile?’ 


‘Some kind of stroke-paralysis. With enough TLC the
docs say that I’ll eventually get the use of my face back.’


Mother only declares in a meek voice, ‘Jesus, Mary,
‘n Joseph, ‘n all the Saints.’ She swivels on her high-heels and staggers back
to the imperfect BMW in a haze, drops to her seat, and checks her reflection in
the visor-mirror with a decidedly lost expression.


It’s about now when I begin to realize who these
crash-victims are ... my estranged Irish grandparents.


Papa gets out of the Hiace and hands over the
paperwork to his father but takes it back realizing that the insurance details
were found in a crisp packet down a dead-end alley in Limerick city. ‘Um,’ he
stutters on the detached-default mode that Mama had taught him so many years
ago, ‘it’s in the post...’ Then he thinks twice, ‘We don’t have insurance – never
had insurance.’


Father smacks his lips as if trying to get at a
strand of meat left over from a steak lunch he had twenty years ago. ‘Will,
what are you doing here? Why have you come back?’ While Father speaks he’s
looking at the young woman sitting at the wheel of the Hiace. ‘I see you’ve
traded up for a newer model.’ Cannot say the same about her looks though…


Papa looks back over his shoulder at me and turns
back to the man with the trimmed beard. ‘That’s your grand-daughter.’


Father just stands there, slack-jawed. He blinks and
a single tear drops from each eye. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’


‘You didn’t want to know us...’


‘I can’t believe that you’re in town and never
thought about contacting us.’ 


‘I did think about it...’ Papa finds courage from his
inner reverie, ‘but I decided that it wasn’t up to me. You two threw us out of
the house,’ doing the math in his head plus nine months, ‘eighteen years ago.’


Father is speechless. He beckons Mother from the BMW
but she’s not budging. ‘Gimme a minute; this could take some coaxing.’ Father
turns back to Mother and speaks hushed words. As he speaks I see the
elderly-though-sprightly lady look at me and cover her mouth in shock. The man
helps her to her feet and they both approach me. 


‘Cabbage, these are your – ’ 


‘I know who they are,’ cutting Papa off, ‘my
grandparents.’


‘I’m Bill.’ Papa’s father extends his hand through
the window for me to shake and I do so. 


The woman pauses before offering her hand. ‘Celia...’
Nobody misses the ambivalence in her voice. My grandmother sizes me up a little
more and opens the creaky Hiace door and smothers me in a hug and cries into my
shoulder. ‘I know who you are...’ she whispers in my ear, ‘but I didn’t know who
you are.’ Sniffling, she turns to her husband. ‘Do you know who this
is?’


Bill responds as if asked a trick-question. ‘She’s,
well, she’s my grand-daughter.’ A ghost of a smile lights his face, hearing
himself say these words.


‘She’s the daughter of the Ghost Woman.’


I frown. ‘Who?’ 


Father’s stunned. ‘Your mother is doing the séances
down at the church? She speaks with the dead...’


‘That’s what everybody thinks but it’s me
that’s speaking with the spirits.’ As I say this, a weight is lifted from me.
‘Mama and I have a code between us...’


Celia, I mean, Gran, smiles. ‘Jesus, Mary, ‘n Joseph,
‘n all the saints...’ She begins to weep. ‘We’re part of this, Bill. She has my
genes.’


‘And my chromosomes...’ Bill gulps and asks, ‘Is
there anybody who wants to, um,’ looking awkward, ‘talk to me?’ There’s urgency
in his voice that rattles us all. 


‘Bill,’ snaps Celia, ‘we’re in the middle of the
street holding up all these people.’ Celia stares at Bill. ‘Who’d want to talk
to you anyway??’ She seems as taken away with all of this as granddad Bill and
is oblivious to the shouts and beeps.


‘The dead don’t want to talk to the living,’ I
answer, ‘and if they do then its residual.’


Papa gets in on the conversation. ‘Residual? Isn’t
that mould?’


‘No, it means when a spirit does or says the same
thing over and over again. It’s not an intelligent spirit, well, I don’t mean
in the clever sense. I mean that the spirit is not aware, if that makes sense,
caught in an infinite act and doesn’t know it. The spirit doesn’t even know
that it’s caught in an eternal spiral. Normally this person died in violent
circumstances and repeats his or her dying words.’


‘Listen to her,’ Celia proudly points out, ‘she’s
talking like one of those forensic scientists on the telly. Where do you go to
school, dear?’


Papa freezes up and clinches his buttocks. We have
been doing so well.


‘I was home-schooled on skittles and chocolate
buttons.’


Gran flashes a flat smile. ‘Original.’


‘I know more than any other kid my age, between
Mama’s home economics classes ... Papa’s mathematical theorems ... and the dead
who taught me how to speak.’


‘She didn’t speak till she was seven or eight,’ Papa
butts in. ‘She thought she was speaking but all we were getting was gestures
and body-language. She’d been having silent conversations with the dead so she
continued having silent conversations with us thinking that we understood. She
had an American accent from the Deep South.’


A policewoman arrives on the scene and asks us the
reason for the hold-up. ‘Exchange details and get outta here. Simple … unless
you have a disagreement about what has happened here?’


‘No confusion,’ granddad Bill abruptly back-answers,
‘Now, how ‘bout a guided tour of this juggernaut you’ve got parked up?’


Papa lights up. ‘Wonderful idea!’


‘You can take off the beard now, Will,’ opines Celia.


Granddad, meanwhile, is just looking at me. I’m
curious to know who he wants to contact. He’s got that haunted look behind the
skin on his face; it’s in his eyes and lips, I can see it everywhere. It’s
something most clients have – especially widows and widowers. ‘Do you have any
object that will help me bring him or her closer?’


Bill looks about the street wildly. ‘Yes, as matter
of fact I do! It’s back in the garage. Will I go get it?’


‘I always recommend a personal object that was once
owned by or close to the deceased. Sometimes these trigger objects store up the
essence and energy of the dead person. Old clocks are notorious for storing
their owner’s essence in their gears and wheels. Sometimes, an antique clock’s
spring might no longer be driving the clock but the energy of its old owner, tick-tock.
Always beware of buying an antique clock cos most of ‘em are haunted.’


Celia giggles. ‘Oh, go on!’


Papa interrupts, ‘Sorry, she’s always like this.’


Bill’s elated. He gives me a big hug and laughs. ‘I
think she’s bloody marvellous! And as matter of fact, um, Cabbage, antique
clocks are one of my hobbies.’    


I cannot help notice how Gran is smiling, like she’s got
wind. 


‘I’ll be back in five minutes. Meet ye all at the
church!’ says granddad. He jumps into the BMW, reverses with a clang and
clatter, and drives off in the opposite direction with his front bumper
trailing off to the side.


Papa invites Gran to sit in the Hiace. I try leaving
the driver’s seat but Papa says, ‘You’ve started so you’ll finish.’ Gran
reluctantly squashes in next to Papa while he quickly explains that I’m
learning to drive and Gran tightens up even more than before and if anyone ever
had a spit up her ass then it’s Gran. 


I pull away from the crash-site and head back to
mother-ship MAC with an extra passenger on-board.


*   *   *


When we get back, Mama’s washing down MAC Central with a bucket and
sponge: the trailer is 18 meters long by 3
 meters high. She’s visibly surprised to see an extra person get out of the
Hiace. ‘100 for your first séance and 80 for the second at your convenience...’


I notice Gran’s shocked expression and she doesn’t
want to leave the Hiace. ‘This is Mama,’ I tell her.


‘I know who she is but since when does she speak
English?’


Mama scolds, ‘What have I told you about bringing
strangers home, Cabbage?’


‘I’ve brought my Gran home, Mama. Can you believe it!
We crashed into her in town. Granddad has gone back to get a trigger-object
from his garage. He wants to contact somebody.’


Mama drops her sponge and approaches the Hiace. ‘Why
turn up now? You see that I have a gift and you decided you want a piece of the
action, isn’t that it.’


‘But Cabbage has just told me that she’s the
one with the gift, not you.’


Mama looks at me. If looks could kill... ‘Why did you
tell her? Do you want the whole world to know?’


I think about that and it doesn’t take me long to
come to a conclusion that I’ve come to long ago. ‘Yes I do!’


Mama turns on Gran. ‘What have you been saying to
her!?’ 


‘I haven’t said a word to her, but I believe the
powers-that-be made us crash today in order to meet our granddaughter. I also
believe that the world should know about this girl. I don’t think it’s right that
you take all the credit?’ 


‘You don’t have an opinion here. You knew I was
pregnant and you left us out of your lives because of my gypsyness.’


Papa steps in. ‘Nicky, don’t you see, your pagan Gods
have thought that we should be a family again.’ 


I can see that Papa wants nothing more than for us to
be all together. He’s over the moon that it was his daughter who has brought us
together. ‘Our only child has a gift ... we should share that with the world,
Nicky! And, even better, Father will be here in five minutes with a ... a ...’
Papa’s like a kid all over again and his smile suits him.


‘Trigger object,’ I prompt.


‘Don’t you see that they’re only interested now cos
we have a prodigy child,’ Mama accuses Gran before turning on Papa. ‘Willy, racists
is what they are but now, now that they know about their long-lost
grand-daughter they want to pretend the last eighteen years have never
happened. I’ve a good mind to cast some black magic down upon them. Bang out of
order! Don’t forget Willy – it was them who turned us away in our hour of need
all those years ago. I say we’re just fine without them.’


The desperation etched in Papa’s face is enough to
make me cry. He really wants us to be back together again as one family ... and
now, now I understand it had been his ostracism that had been the real
root of his problem (ostracism is a big word: I remember it cos the ghost of an
English teacher taught me how to use word-association and he used that example
by taking an ostrich and racism). 


We hear Bill – Granddad – before we see him, with his
BMW’s bumper scraping off the tarmac. He pulls up outside the church, rubs his
hands excitedly and opens the boot. From it he pulls what looks like a
steering-wheel only it’s half a steering-wheel and more like the handle-bars of
a bike, just like one of those in a funfair dodgem only it’s bigger and I’m not
so sure anymore...


Mama looks at the contraption in granddad’s hand and
asks a typical Irish expression in her foreign tongue. ‘What’s that yoke?’


‘Exactly,’ granddad Bill answers, ‘it’s the control
yoke of the Cessna that crash-landed into my childhood home: the reason for my
phobia of flying.’


Gran – Celia – throws her eyes to the heavens, as if
we’ve lost all hope. ‘Oh, Jesus, Mary, ‘n Joseph... here we go…’


I take granddad by the hand and lead him into the
two-tone, not MAC, to Mama’s visible distaste. She attempts to take over
proceedings. ‘Take the crystal ball and the incense...’ 


‘I don’t need any stage-props, Mama. It’s just me
now.’


 


Readers and students, this ran parallel to my maiden-voyage with the
Hiace. This day was to be the start and end of everything as I had known it...
brace yourselves.


 


Papa dances around his parents like they’re mythological demigods.
This chance encounter means so much to the great romantic. To add to his
delight, for the first time in my life, I’m conducting a séance on my own. I
sit granddad at the fold-up-down table and flash a glance at the tea-cupboard.
It’s been such a long time since I’ve seen my old guardian angel. ‘Who would you
like to contact, granddad?’ I repeat granddad again, not believing it’s my own
voice saying this word.


‘How about you tell me?’ he smiles.


This throws me... ‘Interesting.’


‘If you’re really who you say you are then you should
know...’


‘Bill, don’t you think she has enough to do besides
guessing games? She’s got to contact this individual, just one out of millions
of dead people and, guess what, Cabbage says that ghosts don’t want to
be contacted, fancy that.’ Gran says this to Mama with growing curiosity.


Mama answers back with, ‘I taught her everything she
knows.’


‘Cabbage,’ observes Granny Celia, ‘that’s um, an
unusual nickname. What’s your real name?’


‘Don’t know your own granddaughters name?’ Mama pokes
some more. ‘Interesting. Willy, you hear that?’


Papa’s on a romantic high: he doesn’t hear anything.


‘Valentina,’ I answer, and quickly fill Granny Celia
and Granddad Bill in on why I’m called Cabbage.  I then ask granddad to take my
hand in his while I lay my hand on the yoke-thing. Silence looms in the Hiace
as I close my eyes and concentrate. It’s like looking through a gauze curtain,
then the outline of a person becomes visible behind the curtain and I reach
out, slowly, ever so slowly … and pounce!! I wrap my arms around the figure
trapped in gauze but I won’t let go. I see his or her face formed in the gauze.
‘What’s your name?’ I ask aloud. ‘I saw you snooping…’


The ghost curses me for disrupting his eternal
afterlife and gives me its name and I relay it to Granddad. ‘Jack.’


Due to legalities, all I’m allowed to say is that the
dead man’s name is definitely not Jack, so let’s call him Jack for now.


Granddad grows pale. His chin begins to jitter before
tears well up in his eyes and I know I’ve called the correct name. I’m never
wrong. ‘What do you want to tell Jack?’


‘Tell him...’ Granddad gulps, ‘Tell him that we’re
sorry for getting in the way of his plane...’


Granny Celia mutters words of condescension. I don’t
know what she’s saying but I know they aren’t words of approval. All I hear is,
‘Your cottage didn’t exactly jump in front of his plane…’


I relay granddad’s message to the spirit of the
pilot. 


‘If it’s any consolation – I suffered a massive
heart-attack and died before I ever hit that house in the middle-of-nowhere.’


I thank the spirit and set him free of my grasp as he
curses me to high heavens. I tell Granddad Bill what the pilot had said and the
old man covers his face in his hands and weeps uncontrollably. Celia’s
astonished reaction tells us that nobody had ever known of Granddad Bill’s
feelings of guilt and remorse. Papa’s father seems to melt away in front of me
and I see a globe being lifted from his shoulders and ascend through the
two-tone’s roof.


We finish the séance. Granddad Bill is emotionally
exhausted. Me? Not too bad, I’m used to hauling ghost-ass by now. Mama demands
her fee but Papa steps in and tells her that she should be ashamed of herself
for asking, so Mama agrees by giving 50% discount. Papa’s ready to pounce when
Granddad takes a hundred-note from his fat wallet, does some mind-bending
origami and sends a 100-pound paper aeroplane my way.


Mama erupts. ‘I set up this business! She’d be
nothing without me.’


‘I can set up wherever I want!’ I protest. ‘You just
wanted to take the credit cos ... cos you’re not a white witch like your mama.’
Oops. ‘Her powers were handed down to me. You deluded yourself into thinking
that you possess powers when we all know the truth.’ I turn to the gob-smacked
others and add some trivia. ‘The power skips a generation...’ But what I’ve
just done is anything but trivial. 


Mama breathes deep and I know that I’ve thrown salt
on an open wound. She speaks low and from her inner reverie. ‘How dare you
bring my mother into this, Cabbage. Mama always said go big or go home but my
white magic lies right here and you can inhale all you want cos it’s natural
fox-pelt...’ She sidles up next to granddad and wiggles her upper torso in his
face and I have to admit that Bill turns away in disgust a tad too late for
everybody’s liking, especially Granny Celia’s. But the fox-pelt escapes me??


‘Black magic,’ Granny Celia answers. 


I’ve never seen Mama hide behind her luscious figure
as much as now. Should I have said what I’ve just said? A tad too far perhaps?
She looks a little desperate. 


‘This shit’s real, Honey... Why do you think we get
so many male clients, hmm, Cabbage? You think it’s because you look like a
Cabbage?’ Then for everybody’s benefit, ‘it skips a generation.’ 


Touché. 


Papa tries to quieten Mama, ‘Nicky!!’ But
enlightenment is beaming from his face. Papa has been saved here this evening
with his reuniting with his estranged parents and whatever happens now is
immaterial.


Granny Celia chimes in and offers to take us all for
supper. Her offer falls flat on its face. Then Granddad Bill asks if we would
like to come back to their place for Welsh Rare-Bit which is, apparently, his
specialty. Papa jumps at the chance and rounds up Houdini & Co but Mama
slams her foot down so hard on the linoleum floor of the two-tone that it goes
right through it. Papa, ever the romantic, jumps in and tries to pull her foot
back but only tears her ankle with the figure-of-8 snake that once sent him
wild with desire. Mama screams like a fox on fire and swears openly in Romanian
and casts several dark curses. 


‘If they think that they’re gonna wiggle their way
into our lives now then they better be ready to go on tour cos that’s what
we’re doing! We’re leaving this shit-hole and going where the big bucks
are!!’    


‘At the end of the rainbow, is it?’ asks Granddad
Bill scornfully.


‘Are you blind, Willy! Wake up and smell the jelly
beans! They’re after our money...’


‘Dear,’ says Granny Celia, flashing her eyelids, ‘we’re not
interested in your money. We’re interested in getting to know our
grand-daughter.’


I could just melt...


‘Too late: L-A-T-E! Willy, pack up, we’re leaving. Houdini, the
whole shebang!’


‘Don’t do this,’ Granddad pleads. ‘We’re sorry that we couldn’t
accept you.’


Papa declares, ‘Love has no boundaries!’


‘Eighteen years too late for
apologies.’ Mama palm-faces us all. ‘We’re outta here. Now you’ll see how it is
for another eighteen years.’ I can’t take any more of this and I scream at the
top of my voice. ‘I want to spend some time with my grandparents!!’ My outburst
momentarily quietens them before Mama comes back for more. ‘Are you stupid,
girl! Are you a cabbage for real? These people abandoned us when we needed
support and now they think they can gatecrash our party? No, sir! Bang out of
order!’ 


‘You can’t stop me, Mama.’


‘By Christ I can and I will,
bitch!’ Mama makes a dive for me and grabs me by my arm. ‘I’m your mother and
I’ll tell you what to do until you’re eighteen!’


Papa doesn’t intervene cos he’s
Papa.     


Instinctively I turn to the
tea-cupboard but it’s just a tea-cupboard...


Wait, what did Mama just
say?? “Until you’re eighteen!” 


Some force drags my eyes to
the conch shell on the shelf that Mr. Brick had left me. I turn from the
squabbling people, close my eyes, and put it to my ear. The whoosh of the waves
rolling onto the beach pacifies me and takes me away from here. But now the
waves have changed momentum and no longer have that mechanical to and fro but
the waves rise and fall into speech pattern and I know now that Mr. Brick is
speaking to me from wherever he is. I get it now…‘Be the Rat, Cabbage... Bide
your time ... Time ... TIME...’ Each time the waves wash up, time becomes more
pronounced in Mr. Brick’s amber voice.  


Of course! I’m eighteen next month… Just four weeks to freedom! Yes,
I am my illegitimate twin sister: I am the Rat. I will have my vengeance. Mama
will not dictate my life any longer (except for the next four weeks which is


the small print of this
contract). 


I lay the conch back on the
shelf, and in a slightly out-of-body experience, I declare the following words:
‘Mama’s right. We need to continue the mission of putting people first.’ I look
her in the eye and lie. ‘We’re in this together; I need you.’ 


Papa utters a guttural whine
at this juncture while my newly-found Gran and Granddad are not sure what’s
happening.


Mama crosses her arms and
covers her cleavage for the first time in her life. ‘Finally, you’re seeing
sense. Now go give your beloved golden-oldies a peck on the cheek and send ‘em
on their way with that cursed steering-wheel. See, that’s all they came for: redemption.
The old man wanted to contact that dead pilot to clear his conscience. Nice,
very nice.’


Papa remains stunned while I
hug my grandparents, whispering: ‘I’ll see you in four weeks,’ to each of them.
Then aloud, I say to Celia: ‘I think Granddad’s phobia of flying is put to
bed.’


Celia manages a smile. ‘I’ve
always wanted to see the Mississippi River and New Orleans.’


I freeze in her arms. ‘What?
Why there?’ 


‘Are you sure?’ Bill looks
as astounded as I do. ‘I thought you wanted sex-bombs on a beach?’ 


Granny Celia shrugs. ‘Dunno, I
just fancy the idea. Just go and sit by the Mississippi and watch the locals
catch river-crabs. I think I’ve been given a new lease of life here this
evening.’ Then putting on a false pout for Mama’s benefit, ‘even though we
won’t see Cabbage again…’ 


Mama agrees. ‘You got that
right.’


Bill’s a new man and is playing
along with our secret. ‘Gimme dates and I’ll book the tickets.’ 


‘How about tonight?’


Bill laughs and hugs his
wife but sobers up when he sees that she’s serious. ‘I guess we’re off to the
Mississippi!’ he says in a passable New Orleans accent. ‘Flyin’ to New
Orleans!’


Mama escorts/drags them to
the door and asks them how it feels to be “turned away from family in your hour
of need” while Papa doesn’t know what to do, torn between Mama, his parents,
and me, like a terrier looking for notice. I’ve never seen him look so sad and
distraught. He’s on the point of doing something only a desperate romantic
would do but he catches the dramatic wink I give him and this seems to placate
him for now. 


Gran and Granddad give Papa
a brief hug which is all we can hope for at this juncture of our rekindled
love. Granddad Bill grabs Papa’s shoulders in his hands and gives him a squeeze
and tells him that he’s happy that they met again and that he’s got “a special
little girl.” Gran says it with a smile but cannot commit to hugging it out
with Papa just yet – too many questions and too little time. 


The whole encounter is about
to end in an anti-climax when granddad shouts, ‘Will, your face!!’ 


We all look to Papa’s face
but cannot see it cos he’s hiding it as if acid’s just been spilled on it. He
cowers and screams. ‘What?! What’s happened?? What now??’ 


‘Jesus, Mary, ‘n Joseph ‘n
all the blessed saints!’ Celia blesses herself in dramatic fashion, slicing at
the air.


I jump at Papa and wrestle
his hands from his face. ‘Papa, your face!!’


‘YES, IT’S MY FACE!’ Papa
yells back. ‘WHAT 


ABOUT  IT??’


‘You’re not smiling
anymore!’


Papa kneads his lower jaw
and mouth, yanks and drags, but the smile doesn’t come back.


‘You’re cured!!’ I rejoice.
‘Seeing your parents again must’ve taken the smile off your face!!’ I turn to
granddad Bill, ‘You really did wipe the smirk off his face!!’ We all stare in
amazement as Papa wallows in his melancholy. 


 


Reader, I mentioned earlier that this was the beginning of the end.
My 18th birthday was just down the road and I would take the path
less chosen. It’s also about now when my conscience was beginning to niggle.
Guilt was at the heart of my increasing depression. Who had given me the right
to drag these poor souls to the land of the living where they awaited
questioning? To numb that guilt-niggle I turned to drink because I remembered
how alcohol had made me feel that first time when the ghost of Mary offered me
a glass of fire from her bee-hive and later how the devil-clown had plied me
with cheap drink (which I don’t regret) to have his clownish way with me (which
I kind’ve regret). The moral of this tale is that sometimes we have no choice.
In just a few months I would be all on my own: a one woman-band calling on the
door of the dead for a price cos I needed to eat and it was all I knew. 


 


BTW: I’d never see my
grandparents again but somehow I think it was meant to be that way.
















My Birthday Present


 


For my 18th
birthday Mama gives me some gold bullion she takes from a reserve molar. Papa,
in all his mysterious glory, gives me a day-old chick which he dyes green to
represent the luck of Ireland. I’m not sure what the chick itself is meant to
represent – a helpless ball of yellow-turned-green fluff that goes ‘Cheep!’ He
tells me in good stead that the chick is “for luck in your future life as an
independent business-woman.” I still don’t see the connection but I accept the
chick gracefully.  True, I have the ability to contact the dead but the living
part of my life hasn’t exactly been a bed of red roses: I was brought up in a
travelling whore’s den (apologies Mama but that’s the only way I see it) ... I
was locked away in a mental asylum for my ‘gift’ ... Papa, the fragile
romantic, lived in guilt as a result of his estrangement from his parents which
brought about his untimely descent into temporary smile-madness … I’ve slept
with the devil-clown and have nothing to show for it but straw in my cracks ‘n
creases. 


My relationship with Mama is stretched as far as it will go and I’ve
come to a drastic decision which will affect our working relationship and maybe
as far as a mother-daughter relationship. I have decided that my birthday
present to me will be my moving out of MAC and into the two-tone where I will
live and drive the Hiace as an independent dominion of Mother MAC. I need to be
near the memory of my guardian angel. Also, I have one other trick up my sleeve
which will, I’m sure, blow Mama’s top.


I break the news after my 18th birthday lunch on the 14th
February, 1990. I’ve just puffed out the reserve candle we used to use when the
generator cut out back in the old days. It’s a single red candle that looks
like a stick of dynamite stuffed into a Swiss-roll Papa had bought but as Mama
says “it’s the thought that counts” – that age-old consolation prize.
Incidentally, I hear that Swiss-rolls are called ‘gypsy’s arm’ in Spain.



I clear my throat. ‘I’m a woman now and I will be more independent.
I’m moving into the two-tone and I will commandeer the Hiace.’ (I don’t know
where that word has come from, perhaps a dead submarine captain whispering
sweet-nothings in my ear). I hold my breath and wait for the barrage of
mother-tongue insults from Mama while Papa stands back in Mama’s potential
fury.   


But it doesn’t happen... 


Astonishingly, Mama’s face curls into a proud smile. ‘I’ve been
waiting for this day a long time my little Cabbage. You’ve become a woman and
you want your independence just like I did when I turned eighteen and moved to Ireland
to find my fortune. In hindsight, perhaps I should’ve moved to Las
  Vegas but my good fortune found this silly postman,’ digs Papa in the ribs,
‘and we made you.’ Sounds like we own you...


Actually it’s common knowledge that Mama moved to Ireland because
she constantly lived in the shadow of her mama: the White Witch. It was
jealousy that made her move away because Mama doesn’t have an ounce of
magic...which brings me along to my next sore point. ‘You mean, you don’t mind?’
I’m a little disappointed that she’s all for it.


‘It’s a sign of progress. You’re becoming a business woman who will
manage the business when I’m no longer around to do it. You’re asserting your
authority and I agree fully.’


Oh, here we go. I knew there was a catch. Now is the perfect
opportunity to drop my bomb-shell. ‘Um, yeah, well you know how I will manage
the business and all that...’


Mama’s delighted, ‘Yes, yes. You’ll make a wonderful substitute.’
She’s rubbing her hands like a Disney witch.


‘Well, I’ve been thinking that I am the business – lock,
stock, ‘n barrel.’ I’ve always wanted to say that. ‘I’ve decided to take credit
for my gift. I think it’s time we told the world that it’s me who is
behind the séances and not you, Mama. You’ve got your looks…’ That age-old
consolation prize…


Mama falls back into the nearest chair.


‘I’ve been hiding behind you all my life, Mama. I’ve always done
what you told me to do, even going as far as turning my back on my grandparents
and going to have electricity put in my head.’


‘Now, wait a minute –’


‘Now I think it’s time that I come out of the shadows.’


‘Beautiful,’ comments Papa and covers his mouth with his hands in
exasperation. ‘Poetry…’


‘Shut up you! You think road-kill is poetry!’ Mama snaps before turning
on me. ‘What are you talking about, Cabbage? Have you finally lost your sense
of sense?’


‘This is me asserting my independence, Mama.’ I think I’m going to
cry from the well of emotion that has been building up during recent months.
‘I’m the one who speaks with the dead. Sometimes I wish it wasn’t, but it is
me. I suffer for this and I want to tell the world of my suffering...’


‘And not suffer in silence,’ Papa finishes meekly, tears in his
eyes, ‘my little munchkin.’


Mama goes to speak but I cut her off. ‘Life is too short – I, more
than anybody else, know that. It’s time for me to shine, Mama.’


This line brings Papa to his knees in romantic glory. He needs to
hold somebody for fear of dying of an over-joyful heart. He turns to Mama but
takes one look at her face and seeks solace with the pot-belly pig, Houdini.


Mama erupts, trembling MAC to its back-axle. ‘I’m the brains behind
this fucking BUSINESS!’


‘Exactly but I am the business.’


‘How could you take the only good thing yer mama’s got going for her
and throw it away?! I’m the one who does the séances. Me!’


I really think she has fooled herself into thinking that she speaks
with the dead, just as she has convinced herself that she hadn’t left Romania
because of her mama’s gift. ‘Mama, I know this stems from you having to live in
your mama’s shadow.’


‘You’re bang out of order, Cabbage!’


I begin to cry. ‘Mama, I know that you’ll never live up to your
mama’s white witch talents but it is okay to be normal. You have been
unlucky as a witch but you have been lucky with your beautiful body and family.
You have made me, as you say...’


‘Yeah…’ huffs Mama, ‘great.’


Papa clears his throat.


‘Oops, sorry, fifty-fifty, Papa.’


Mama blows a raspberry at me, covering my face in spittle. ‘You
think you’re so smart, but we’ll see how the business-end goes. Don’t forget
that I’ve eked out a living from nothing.’


‘You mean you’ve eked out a lovin’ out of nothing.’


Mama glimpses Papa and the two of them redden to the gills.


‘But I don’t hold it against you both. Mama, you’ve got a figure
that I will never have and sometimes we have to roll with what we’ve got.’


Mama softens a little. ‘Mama always said “go big or go home.”’


‘I want you to manage the business, Mama.’ I can say a lot of things
about her but she does have natural business acumen. ‘Let me do the séances and
you manage the money-end of things. Your magic lies in your ability to make
money. You’re like Jesus turning water into wine only white lies into black
money instead. But now those white lies are no more, no more elaborate codes
for colours, jewellery, male or female, cause of death etc. Do we have a deal?
You manage the business and I reveal the true identity of the clairvoyant in
this family.’


‘Majestic.’ Papa shakes his head in wonderment and kisses the pig.


Mama contemplates my offer. For a moment I think she’s not going to
take the deal. ‘If that’s the way it has to be, then so be it, but I
manage the business one-hundred per-cent – that’s if you want to make this
worth your while. The séance side of things is your baby.’


We shake on it and Papa shakes Houdini’s trotters. 
















Rocky Road


 


We take our
circus to the roads of the UK, France, and on down to Spain. Papa drives on
ahead in MAC and puts up posters of our impending arrival – he had gotten the
romantic idea from our brief (mine was closer) encounter with the circus. I
indiscriminately hunt down, round up, and hustle the dead on behalf of the
living. I summon up every man, woman, and child for an unfixed rate, depending
on how generous Mama’s feeling. I pull spirits by the ears and toes to the
séance table, never heeding Mary’s advice: “Till death do us part…” But the
glory is all mine; Mama has kept to her word and has stepped aside – a little
too willingly if I’m not mistaken.


 


I feel sick as I
write these words, Reader – the atrocities that I have caused. And remember
this: spirits don’t forgive and forget so easily. The debauchery (not that I
knew it then) took its toll on me and my young mind. Mama never appreciated the
mental strain it took to bring forth the dead. To release the pressure I was
under, I would sneak out at night and visit the local drinking-houses where I
lied about my age and abused alcopops. I drink and carouse: hard liquor muffles
the voices for a few hours at least (talk about taking my work home with me).
Boys had no interest in me because looks are what counts during teenage years
and my looks, well, full-on cabbage. The rumour at the time was that Papa had
had carnal pleasure with a head of cabbage and I was the freak result. I’d liked
to have blamed my sultry gypsy mama for giving birth to such a dog-ugly child
but I can’t, or can I? No, I can’t. Sometimes, it seems as if Mama had done it
as a penance for the crime of turning my back on her and declaring to the world
that it is I who is the psychic medium not my charlatan mama. Boys also viewed
me with suspicion. I was the celebrity witch in town. Sometimes the boys
taunted me while I drank heavily at the counter. To counter-act this, I dared
those bastards to a hand-wrestle. It’s the best thing I ever did. Suddenly, I
had a new-found respect. I became quite handy at the hand-wrestling and whiled
away the small hours sweating over a man’s fist, ahem.


To avoid detection on returning to the juggernaut, I would sleep in
one of Papa’s coffins. But there were only two coffins, I hear the Hawk-Eyes
among you say. Later we found out that Papa, being an eternal romantic, had
fashioned a third coffin for me too as an ultimate mark of love and respect and
self-sufficiency. He had lined the box with plush velvet Pierre Cardin linen
and the hard mattress was good for my spine. To this day, I’ve got a strong
back and I put it down to my lost nights in the coffin. The irony, Reader, is
that I would never lie in it as a dead person. Now, we’re getting to the
nitty-gritty of my tale and should one of you shed a tear then I’ll accept it
gracefully.


 


In March,
Scotland Yard invites me to their headquarters in Scotland to solve unsolved
crimes. We jump at the chance of some possible publicity but when we get to Scotland
we realize that Papa’s home-schooling lacked in the subject of geography. Mama
refuses to go to London on the grounds that we’ve already wasted too much
diesel money and Scotland Yard won’t pay us because they view clairvoyance as
an obligation to society (community service) rather than a service per-say.


During these rocky times, Mama goes silly on fame and wealth and
becomes more gypsy than ever before, until she becomes retro-gypsy, a lost
gypsy at sea estranged from her gypsy roots. Money has gone to her head. By
now, we are running out of places to hide the black money. The skeleton of MAC
and Mama’s knickers and cleavage is crammed with fifties, hundreds, and flowers
and gifts from content clients. Papa seems to have calmed down a lot since his
reuniting with his papa and mama but I know he craves to be with them again.
He’s happy to go for the ride-along, though occasionally disappears for hours
with his metal-detector and Houdini & Co. It’s odd but now that we have
money it doesn’t seem as exciting as before. We were really living, but now
everything has become too easy. I guess I like a little struggle in my life:
makes me feel alive. Mama and I remain at loggerheads, arguing about every
little silly thing. One morning, lost somewhere in Essex, UK,
Mama invites me over to MAC for breakfast. We hadn’t put sugar in our cereal before
we start arguing over whether it was my umbilical cord or Mama’s umbilical
cord. Who was the rightful owner of the cord that joined us? Utterly senseless
arguments. Mama disowns me a few times and forces me to go barefoot just to
prove some point. But I use an old trick Mama had taught me as a “toddling” by
rooting around in the undergrowth for dock-leaves. I fashion a temporary pair
of dock-shoes and walk proud.
















Part 3


 


Rat Jumping Ship
















Freedom!


 


Within months of
going it alone, problems erupt. Yes, I have my freedom but Mama’s taken to
keeping all my earnings hidden somewhere inside the confines of MAC. Papa had
surrendered to her years ago and has told me that he actually feels safer
having no money on him due to his romantic “peaks ‘n troughs” so he can’t be
held responsible for his almost manic-depressive states of romanticism. I am,
once again, just a rat in a cage. Mama has become a dictator who resides with
her minions at MAC headquarters. I hadn’t foreseen this financial hiccup, so
with a heavy heart, I decide to abscond from the MAC parade on a freezing night
in April, 1991. Mama needs to be taught a lesson and I know Papa’s happy riding
along with her. They have enough money to last them a few years and after that
they will have to resort to their own resources of which they have many.


I tippy-toe into the master-bedroom and lean down to kiss them both,
first Mama and then Papa, only Papa doesn’t have bristles despite any false
beard. Since when has the pig begun to sleep with them? Should I be worried?
‘And you too, Houdini...’ I whisper, ‘A friend of Papa’s is a friend of mine.’
You’ve got to love the pig. Then I kiss Papa and he surprises me by squeezing
me in a big hug. I vaguely see him nod once; he knows and understands.   


‘Gimme some time to get out on my own and I’ll be in touch,’ I
whisper in his ear. I cheekily steal some cash from Mama’s cleavage to Papa’s
wide-eyed astonishment, like trying to prise gold from under an old smouldering
dragon-bitch. From the back axle of MAC I swipe another few hundred-notes. My
plan isn’t to take them for everything that I’ve earned but I do want my fair
share. The extra cash will help me get on my feet. 


I sit in the Hiace and turn the key but it doesn’t start, doesn’t
even chug. Of course it doesn’t. Thankfully we’re on a hill and Papa had taught
me hill-starts. I climb out and bust my gut heaving the Hiace until it begins
to roll. The weight of the two-tone carries us away from MAC. Halfway down the
hill, I pop the Hiace and we’re off into the uncertain future.  Under the light
of the cab, I unfold the ripped map of Ireland and the UK,
centre my whereabouts and decide to go to the Big Smoke – London – where I will
maximise profits.


 


Now, looking
back, my life seems to have a beginning, a muddle, and an end. Yes, muddle. I
recall my early years in the two-tone with Mama and Papa sharp and vivid ...
but things begin to cloud over when we moved into MAC ... and a blur since I
went my own way (that might be attributed to the drink). Funnily enough, this
runs parallel to when Mr. Brick disappears from my life. Now, I regret my
actions, Reader. What’s happening now? Do you really want to know? Read on...
you’ve come this far.
















Money, Memories, Debauchery


 


I park up
outside the Charles Dickens museum on Doughty Street, London, and advertise my
wares on the pub street-sign that Papa had robbed all those years ago. Why
outside Charles Dickens’ old house? Perhaps he had given me permission in a
dream or spoke to me as a spirit. Try telling that to the traffic-police... It
brings a tear to my eye to see Papa’s written chalk-words advertising our old
show:


    ‘Come
& See the Amazin’ Dancin’ Potbelly Pig ... and have your Future told by a
Belly-Dancin’ Gypsy.’


I remember an argument because Mama insisted that the pig was
headlining and she was just the support-act. 


With a growing sense of coming-full-circle, I wipe it off with my
sleeve and with a tingle of excitement write up a new advertisement with a bold
new title: Ghost Girl and beneath it, Psychic Big-Ass Medium
extraordinaire. I also advertise my unique gift in the local newspapers. 


People soon start calling but aren’t willing to hand over cash which
is the norm so I convince them by telling them things about their dead loved
ones only they know. My client-list grows and grows until celebrities come
knocking on my door. Due to risk of a legal suit, I cannot reveal names here. I
am a monster feeding on helpless souls. I do this for the best part of four
years.


During all this, I continue drinking to blow off steam and kill the
eternal voices of the dead who are looking for the weather forecast and the
match results. By now I’ve seen how the dead live and they live fine, real
fine. They know how to party. How can I put it to you? Imagine everything that
you’ve wanted to do but don’t do it out of respect for others or because it’ll
break the bank? The dead have none of those worries and make up for lost time.
Let’s just say that spirits are promiscuous creatures with an eternally healthy
credit-balance. Sounds good, eh? Living with the dead has given me a taste of
death and I’m not ashamed to admit that, now and again, I want a piece of the
action. Death has rubbed off on me. Increasingly, I find myself straying
towards the train-tracks late at night where I duck down inside the sleepers
and let the trains thunder over me within six inches of being processed into
mince. I have become a thrill-seeker and look for the nearest fun-fairs. The
idea of being dead is attractive in a way but will I know that I’m dead? Some
dead think they’re still alive and feel insulted when they’re ignored. As
months pass in London, I fight more and more to keep my feet on terra firma.


The icing on the cake comes on Christmas Eve, ’95 , when BBC 1
offers me a quarter of a million sterling to appear on a weekly late-night
spiritual programme on BBC1 that lasts three months. I’m about to go
stratospheric. This surely beats the lump of bullion Mama gave me for Christmas
back in ‘91. The programme, inappropriately called ‘Touch Me’, elevates
me into the celestial celebrity stratosphere. Basically it’s a live giant
studio séance where I speak to celebrities about their dead and then to the
common people sitting in the audience “just to make them feel a part of it and
keep it real – as real as talking to the dead can get” is the studio’s take on
it. Curious, but I’m certain that the producers don’t believe a word of it, but
it makes good TV. The show airs live on Monday nights from Shepherd’s Bush.
From gay boxers to celebrity chefs, Cabbage brings them to their knees in
tears. I’m giggling to myself now as I write these memoirs, admitting that it’s
really the only time when I bring men to their knees. No, the clown doesn’t
count. 


 


I become an
overnight celebrity in Ireland, England, Scotland, Wales, and the rest of
Europe. People stop me on the streets of London to be put in contact with their
dead while others cross to the other side of the street rather than have to
pass by me. I understand that, for many, I am an oddity and not of this world.
My life suddenly becomes chaotic and frenzied. I’m invited to parties and
socialize with the glitz ‘n glamour of the Big Smoke. I’ve gotten to the stage
where curious tourists and city-citizens alike crowd my two-tone and take
photographs, waiting for me to peer from behind the curtain and give a little
wave like fans gathering at an A-list actor’s hotel. They wait at my door for
autographs which I oblige but never joined-up writing. Sometimes, if I’m
in good humour (less and less these days) I scribble Valentina and put a little
cabbage instead of a dot on the ‘I’.
















Confessions in an Air-Vent


 


I’d be lying if
I said that I’d forgotten my shadow-master. He lives in my memories but I sense
that he’s no longer around like during my childhood days. I don’t feel his warm
presence like I used to. Sometimes I wake in the dead of night, wishing Mr.
Brick would appear from the tea-cupboard for just one minute. Many nights, I
fall asleep to the sound of the sea in the conch he had given me. I cannot take
any more of this. Between the constant stares of the living and idle blabber
from the dead, I feel that I’m going crazy and now I really can justify hiding
out in a mental asylum, drugged to the eyeballs with my guardian angel looking
over me in a catatonic delirium.


 


Reader, at this
point, it might be interesting to add that I never once questioned why the dead
kept whispering in my head if they knew that I was their public enemy number 1.
Surely word of my destruction had passed to the other side? I call it the
fish-syndrome: no matter how many times they see their friends being picked out
of the water on the end of a hook it never seems to dawn on them to swim in
another part of the river. Which brings me to my next deduction – spirits are
solitary and the Other Side is like a great call-centre in India, sitting oblivious in their respective cubicles, speaking to me through their
head-pieces – ironically getting about as much reaction from a dead person as a
living one.


 


One night, in
June of ’95, I decide to start an impromptu European tour. I get into the Hiace
and drive south to sunnier climes. I leave at two in the morning to avoid
detection and the crazies who had camped out to meet me first thing in the
morning. Yes, Reader, I have climbed to such status.


I cross on the ferry from Dover to Calais and continue on to Paris
where I set up my one-man band as I did in London. The Hiace blows a
head-gasket on the outskirts of the city but paying enough for five new vans
sorts out the Hiace’s ailments. I only stay in Paris a few weeks and most of those
I spend sightseeing with a baseball cap and dark-glasses for fear of being
recognized. I visit Disneyland and love it, seeing that it’s a town as absurd
as my life. This is where I want to be in the next life. I also visit the Eiffel
 Tower (just a lot of scaffolding, though it’s romantic scaffolding), and
finally the Palace of Versailles where I’m constantly reminded of nouveau-riche
Mama at every plush turn. 


I carry on downwards to Madrid where I do phenomenal business: think
basking shark with my colossal mouth agape, wholesale trawling spirits in the
form of helpless krill. The Spanish are quite superstitious and this helps
business tremendously. But soon I realize that one town is the same as the
next: my client, two-tone, and I. It is in Madrid where I realize that I’m
running from something… I’ve never been so down. I try to track down Mama and
Papa but they’re on the road and don’t carry phones. To counteract all of this,
I drink more and more until I collapse at a travelling fairground attraction in
the medieval town of Toledo, just thirty minutes from Madrid. It’s my own
fault; I go on the roller-coaster with a naggin of vodka and while I’m taking a
harmless sip (upside-down) the alcohol goes straight to my head and I black
out. I come to just as we pull back into dock but the shock stays with me and I
consider this a wake-up call even if I momentarily was unconscious.


I park up the coffee ‘n cream two-tone in a long-term car-park and
book myself into an expensive alcoholic day centre (me not the day-centre, and
it’s more of a 4-star hotel for people who enjoy an unsocial tipple) in the
exclusive hills surrounding the old town of Toledo. I come and go as I please
but under vague supervision. It’s kind of a place that’d get me a slap on the
wrist from a nun if I blew raw whiskey-fire from my ass. The Old
 Town has a sense of mystique and magic and while I stay here for a fortnight I
regularly take midnight walks though the narrow silent alleyways of the
medieval town; one alleyway in particular called The Devil’s Alleyway
and if anybody is going to meet Beelzebub down this dead-end then it is I:
Valentina Cabbage Moone. Lucifer would hire me as a go-to guy having impressed
with my barbaric treatment of souls. 


At night I’m ‘locked’ (do not disturb sign) in my room to
cold-turkey the night away in my special rehab with strictly only mini-bottles
in the mini-bar.


On the last night of my ‘treatment’ I cry into my pillow and
discover the naggin I’d smuggled into the facility. I remember when I was seven
years old and finding money under my pillow for two of my baby teeth. Mama
proposed the following day that I put the money back under my pillow to get my
teeth returned for my memory box and the tooth-fairy did just that. When I was
young I wanted gold teeth just like Mama and I clearly remember trying to paint
them. How much does the tooth fairy pay for gold teeth? I slug down the naggin
in my desperation and go to the mini-bar for more. Okay, so it’s a hotel, not a
day-centre for alcoholics. For now I’m just getting ready for the real thing.


In my desperation, I’m pondering this question when Mr. Brick
Shithouse’s head appears from the overhead air-con system. He lowers a plastic
wreath of cemetery flowers and urges me to grab on so I do and he hauls me
upwards like an act in a funereal circus. I clamber through the open grille and
sit down with Mr. Brick in the spacious tunnel – Am I dreaming? 


‘We’ll have to stop meeting like this,’ I manage a weak smile and
hold onto him as if the air-vent’s about to pull me into its draughty
underbelly. ‘Have you been following me?’


‘Hush, child,’ whispers Brick, acting real shifty, looking over his
shoulder every few seconds. Call me paranoid but who would be coming up behind
him in an air-vent? But it’s a comfort to hear his voice again. 


Mr. Brick grabs the fistful of vodka mini-bottles from me (a trick I
do by downing five mini-bar bottles at once). ‘You sure got yourself into a
pickle.’ He looks at me, really takes me in. ‘You look haunted, Sugar.’ 


Mr. Brick’s body-language is tense and not how I remember him ... he
looks older if that’s possible? He’s haggard around the eyes even though I
realize now that he must’ve been just a few years older than me when he was
killed by the K.K.K. Is it even possible to age in death? ‘Where have you been
all these years?’


Mr. Brick goes to speak but lowers his voice until I can barely hear
him in our aluminium tunnel. ‘Is there anywhere, um, more private?’


‘It doesn’t get much more private than an air-vent.’


‘Not from you-know-who there ain’t...’


‘Who?’


‘Look, I don’t have much time. I’m being followed…’


‘By who?’ I’m intrigued and the fact that I’m in an air-vent in Toledo,
Spain isn’t an issue. I’ve never seen Mr. Brick look so shook. ‘What’s going on
Mr. Brick?’


‘I’ve just come to get you to see reason. You don’t need this
alcohol, Sugar. You’re the only one, Cabbage. You should be embracin’ your gift
and not tryin’ to drown it out. You’ve got to be a pilgrim for the people,
Daffodil.’


‘It’s just too much responsibility, Mr. Brick … and by the way,
pilgrims don’t earn money.’


‘Look, I didn’t come here to bargain, Cabbage. I’m tellin’ you that
you got to put the bottle down and go on with your good work. If t’was easy
then everybody’d be doin’ it.’


‘But ghosts don’t want to be bothered by the ones they left behind, Mr.
Brick. They just want friendly small-talk but I’m torn between them and the
people they left behind. I’m just the man-in-the-middle and it’s driving me
insane. But y’know what the problem is?’ 


Mr. Brick Shithouse is looking impatient. ‘Spirits don’t realize
that they’re dead so that’s why they don’t miss anybody?’


I hadn’t thought about that. ‘Ye-ah but I think it’s also the fact
that I’ve been exploiting the dead. I’ve pocketed vast sums of money at dead
peoples’ expense. That’s not meant to be a joke but it’s the dead who are
paying the real price not the living.’


‘Look, Honey, somebody always gets stung. I’ve just come to get you
to leave the bottle cos it’s gonna put you in a grave and then none of this
will matter anymore.’


‘Right now, I couldn’t care less.’


‘Cabbage!’ snaps Mr. Brick. It’s the first time that I’ve seen him
agitated like this. ‘Listen to yourself! You, more than anybody else, should be
embracin’ life. Would you like it if you were one of those millions of voices
tryin’ to get a little limelight with somebody who can listen in?’ He pauses
and flashes a glance over his shoulder. ‘Now, I’ve attracted some unwanted
attention just to get you to see sense, the least you can do for me is get
yourself outta this mess and go do what you were intended for on this earthly
plain!’


‘Are you in trouble?’


‘Remember all those years ago that I told you that you wouldn’t see
me again and if you did then I’d probably be in Limbo?’


I think about it every day and tell him so.


‘Death got wind that I’ve broken my guardianship contract and helped
you. He’s gonna send me to Limbo, it’s just a matter of minutes before he
catches up with me. Things couldn’t get any worse so I know that I can’t do any
more damage than I’ve already done by comin’ to say goodbye, L’i´l Cabbage. You
could say that I’ve gone beyond the call of duty. Death is on my worn heels,
see. Now, I’d probably be fishin’ river-crab on the banks of the Mississippi
right now if I had just minded my own damn business and let you make your own
mistakes … but how could I turn my back on my guardian child? I’m a fugitive,
Cabbage. I’m nowhere.’ 


 Mr. Brick begins to cry and I hold him. Now it’s my turn, thinking
of all those times he had held and watched over me as a child, all this
history together. His freezing icicle-tears fall on my arms but there’s nothing
dead about this man who died before I was born and now we are both in our
twenties and this notion shocks me. I feel terrible for what I’ve caused this
man, as if he hasn’t had enough already. 


 ‘I’m tired. I just wanna sit back and hook me some crab. It’s so
lonely, lonely, lonely…’ 


 Suddenly, I hear clambering coming from somewhere down in the black
depths of the air-system. I see the whites of Mr. Brick’s startled eyes before
he merges into his own shadow on the shiny aluminium and disappears, leaving me
sitting in the air-vent alone. Before he does his famous disappearing act, Mr.
Brick Shithouse leans over and kisses me on the forehead and tells me that my
life is going to change very soon…


 ‘In what way, Mr. Brick? Mr. Brick? Will I meet a man?’ My
voice echoes down the tunnel. ‘Please tell me cos I’m thinking about plastic
surgery!’ I’m obviously not thinking very clearly. ‘If it involves meeting a
man with this face then please tell me now to save me going under the knife!
Hey, since when can tell the future? You could’ve saved me from a lotta heart-ache,
y’know! Mr. Brick?? How soon??’


 Just as I’m about to give up, a disembodied voice echoes from
another dimension: ‘Never get into a car with a stranger... Never get into a
car with a strangeeeeeeeer…’ 


 It’s time to re-evaluate my life… 


 And then it comes to me … my revelation!


 Maybe, just maybe, I can save my soul by working for free ... be
the pilgrim just like Mr. Brick said, be the pilgrim illegitimate twin-sister
rat. Let’s face it: Mr. Brick came here to give me that message, didn’t he? I’ve
noticed that about my old guardian angel; he comes to me out of the blue with a
message but leaves me with a very different message inside my head. He plants a
subliminal thought and it doesn’t grow till he’s long gone. Okay, so what’s
with “never get into a car with a stranger,” then? I guess time will tell…


 Just as I’m about to take the Do Not Disturb sign from my
door and go on a pilgrimage, I have another catharsis, rather, I actually think
through this working-for-free-pilgrim lark. How stupid could I be?? The only
one benefitting from free séances is the living and it’s the dead who I
want to make up to! So where does the goddamn pilgrim fit into all of this? 


 There’s only one thing for it: stop the séances wholesale. I must
retire from the game ASAP. I will track down Mama and Papa and live under their
broken wing. Mama’s mama always said “Go big or go home” so I think I’ll go
home. If only Mr. Brick had a home to go to. I feel guilty, but I never asked Mr.
Brick to come and help me – I feel guilty because he has saved me once again
out of unconditional love.
















Rehab to Retirement


 


It’s not as
straightforward as I first think. I had an image that night in Toledo’s hotel of being with Mama and Papa, glad to be in the two-tone with my PJ’s on and
a hot-water bottle at my feet while watching the portable TV. I guess Papa’s
romanticism rubs off on me now and again. When I get back to Ireland, Mama and Papa aren’t parked up in Mother-MAC where I had left them four or five
years previous so I hire a scruffy P.I. who specialises in missing dogs. He’s
hesitant but I tell him that Mama’s a fox so he’s in his comfort zone.


The following day, I’m told by the P.I. that my parents are in
Dublin. By all accounts, Mama has turned into the Wicked Witch of the West. Sour
and bitter, she’s counteracted on my success as a psychic medium (and her
failure as one) by dedicating her life to being a gypsy-witch casting black
magic curses or ‘mal de ojos’ in Spanish. She has turned to the dark side and
casting curses proves profitable for Mama. It turns out that people are jealous
and vindictive after all and can’t live their own lives so try to destroy other
lives. She sets curses for her clients’ enemies: farmers with grudges, jealous
husbands, neighbours-at-war, etc. Petty squabbles, and that’s where Mama
thrives. She has finally gone to the dark side. Because of this, Mama finds her
calling and makes enough money to keep them both on the road without worries,
which is a wonderful thing. Mama has limited her business to the islands of Ireland
and the UK and maximises profits by offering her service onboard the Ireland-UK
ferry. By all accounts, they have given up the juggernaut and have taken to the
roads with a horse and cart in some desperate guilty attempt to reclaim her roots.
I’m not sure how that works on the ferry? Meanwhile, Papa has become a trapped
linnet in a cage: Papa, oh Papa, please chirp through the bars that keep you
prisoner. In a way, Papa’s caught in his own limbo between the life of a
semi-detached civilian and road-trawlin’-new-age-hippie-with-pseudo-gypsy-status.
Meanwhile, Papa’s roots grow whiter while Mama tries to trace hers. I find some
solace in knowing that I knew Papa during his best years. 


Facing my own kind of limbo, I struggle to decide my future. 


*   *   *


A few hours
later, down a grimy Dublin city side-street, I spot the piebald plough-horse
with its face stuffed in a food-bag and next to the horse is a traditional
multi-colour half-door gypsy caravan which so fits Mama’s new alliance with the
dark side – the chirpy caravan is just a front. It’s a pity to see what Mama
has sunk to. 


I park up and knock on the gypsy caravan’s back door. ‘I want to
cast a curse on all those people who paid me to contact their dead cos now I’m
paying the price. I’m haunted...’


‘One hundred for the first curse and eighty for the second…’ comes
Mama’s default response from the back of the gypsy caravan.


For a moment, there’s silence before I hear Papa’s voice. ‘That’s
Cabbage!!’ He appears at the lower half of the half-door. He has grown an
all-merciful head of hair since I’ve last seen him and has put on weight around
the gills, plus his face isn’t caught in that horror rictus smile and he looks
all the better for it. He sports some faded jeans and an old sports-jacket
complete with elbow-pads. He’s swopped the J.L. rose-tinted glasses for
old-time small-lens wiry spectacles for a harsher and more speculative view on
life. For the first time in my life, I’m seeing Papa more at one with
himself than ever. I’m looking at a bloated new-age hippy: the closest Papa
will ever get to being a true gypsy.  ‘What are you doing here?’ The glee
stretched across Papa’s face is heart-lifting. 


‘I’ve come home.’


Papa decides that speaking through the lower half of the half-door
is uncomfortable so closes it and appears at the top half … leaps over it …
falls six feet onto tarmac before smothering me in a hug. ‘You don’t know how
happy I am to see you! You told me that you’d be back soon!’ Papa squeezes me
even tighter, enough to make me wonder if it’s me he has missed or general
company. It’s a relief hug – I’d know one anywhere. He looks me up and down.
‘You’ve grown.’


‘Not really but I am retiring,’ I proclaim. ‘I can’t live with the
guilt of charging the living to kidnap their dead. Nothing good is gonna come
of this, Papa. I can’t do it anymore.’ I suddenly begin to cry and realize just
how stressed I’ve been. I’m a dribbling mess but Papa’s here for me.


 ‘You’re offering a viable service, Cabbage.’ Papa nods in the
caravan’s direction. ‘Nothing good is going to come of what your mama’s been up
to, for example. Very dodgy business… dark…’


 ‘Well, I’m finished. What I’ve been doing is immoral. Anybody who
makes money off the dead deserves what they get. I’ve had a wake-up call recently.’
I keep Mr. Brick out of this. Somehow, I feel if I mention his name that he
will disappear forever – maybe he already has. ‘I’ve thought this through,
Papa, and it’s the only logical conclusion I can come to. I thought about
working for free to undo what I’ve done but that doesn’t help the dead, the
opposite actually.’


Papa looks at me with hurt eyes... ‘Well, you’ve always got a
bedroom with us.’


I look at the little gypsy caravan.


‘Till she went AWOL!’ hollers Mama. ‘Now your room is being rented,
sorry for the inconvenience. Please call back in another five or six years,
dear. Willy, what is it with your family that makes them come ‘n go? Is it a
gene defect? Willy?’


Papa whirls his finger at the side of his head.


Mama pokes her head out the back door just in time to see it.
‘Cabbage, meet my new daughter, I mean, my new live-in apprentice’


I disagree, ‘I was never your apprentice.’


‘I’m teaching her in the ways of black magic and oujia.’ Mama
angrily blows a fistful of garlands in my direction and pulls a girl into view;
a pallid lifeless waif foraged on cotton-balls with a long blonde mane, green
cat-eyes, and a 70’s tartan pinafore with complementary cardigan. She’s done up
to show the least amount of snow-white flesh as possible. She could be a Victorian
character living in a secluded decadent old mansion on a foggy island. She’s
pretty in an off off-beat way, I suppose, but make no mistakes, this is my
substitute. She nods coolly, ‘Hallo.’    


Great, she’s a foreigner too, just to rub it in. 


‘My name’s Barbel...’


I quip out of spite, ‘As in dumbbell?’


‘You are being the dumb belle now – that’s French. Barbel – it means
foreign and strange. I’m from Austria,’ as if this should finally explain
everything.


‘Yes,’ I observe, ‘strange when people don’t match their names,
isn’t it.’


‘It was your mama’s idea,’ Papa explains. ‘Barbel does odd jobs
around the caravan and pays for her room. Mama lets her sit in on a curse every
now ‘n again to take notes and such.’


‘Take notes?’ I joke. ‘What does this girl want to be when she grows
up?’


Mama pipes up, ‘The only way you’re moving in and she’s moving out
is if you start up the séances again.’ Her sickly sweet smile is almost up
there with Papa’s old rictus-stroke grin. ‘Imagine the business we would drum
up between us: we’d have the market cornered with you satisfying the living’s
curiosity and guilt while I cast black magic for those with a chip on their
shoulder and cash on the hip. How ‘bout it? The ole’ girls team back again?’
Mama fists the air in victory.


For a second, she almost convinces me – not because I like her
business proposition but because, deep down, I love Mama despite her flaws.
Plus, Barbel gets on my tits (despite having a lack of them). However, there
will be no victory.


‘Please, Cabbage. Think about it. Let’s use our talents that our
pagan Gods gave us.’ 


The only talent Mama has is her cleavage but I’m not going down that
slippery slide again. ‘I’ve told you already: I’m out of the business. I can’t
live with myself.’


‘Well you won’t be living with us either,’ Mama back-answers.


‘Pardon the pun.’ Barbel smiles with thin lips despite her attempt
to fill them with lipstick. 


I hate her already. ‘You know that bright lipstick makes you look
paler? Just so you know where you stand: this is my family and I’m not
going to budge from here or my decision to retire. There’s more to life than
telling tales on the dead.’


‘Well, what’ll you do for money?’ Mama asks.


Papa looks grief-stricken. ‘You’re hardly going to turn our only
daughter away?’


‘She’s an adult now, Willy, and adults fend for themselves. She
proved that when she ran away to work for herself. I’ve always found a way to
make money and was never dependent on anybody and my daughter will be the
same.’


We’re all reading between the lines here and so should you at home …
in a car … on a bus … at work, wherever you may be. Mama’s succinctly pointing
out the fact that I will never be able to rely on my body as she can. We can
further summarize this transaction as saying that I’m nothing without my
séance.


‘I made fat stacks o’ cash, Mama, big ole’ honest fat stacks while
you were pretending to be the Wicked Witch of the West. Houdini’s got more
magic than you! Papa, how is the pig, by the way?’


Papa removes his introspective spectacles and sighs. ‘Houdini died a
few months back,’ Papa regrettably informs me. ‘I prefer not to talk about it
only to say that died is putting it mildly.’ 


I spot him casting a quick glance at Mama so I confront her with
clenched teeth and fists, ‘What did you do to Houdini?’ Clenched, generally.


‘I needed to sacrifice a pig for a complicated black curse. Pigs are
hard to come by and Houdini had lost the will to live anyway. He just sat fat
‘n bloated all day.’ 


Papa explodes. ‘He was a Vietnamese pot-belly pig, Nicky. It’s what
they do!’


‘Don’t call me, Nicky. He was a fat bastard and you’re going
to end up like him if you don’t start getting out there and putting up posters
... flyers ... promotional material. Look, Cabbage, everybody pulls their
weight ‘round here and dead weight is the last thing Ishtar needs.’


‘Pardon the pun,’ grins Barbel again. 


If only I had a barbell... ‘I’m going to add some blush to
your cheeks if you open your trap once more.’ Christ, gimme a drink. ‘Ishtar is
the horse, I presume?’


‘I thought it up,’ said Papa proudly. ‘Ishtar is the Babylonian
goddess of love, procreation and war.’


I should’ve known Papa the old romantic would’ve come up with this
name. ‘Very apt,’ I conclude, ‘it fits the plough-horse perfectly,’ flashing a
caustic glance at the waif.


‘She’s a beautiful mare,’ Papa answers, ‘just try running your
fingers through her black mane, then you’ll see.’


Papa, poor, poor Papa; just a passenger in his own life. I know this
because he has turned to Ishtar for comfort. 


Like an abandoned dog, I refuse to leave and set up camp next to
Mama’s and Papa’s horse and caravan.
















Who needs Money?


 


People seem to
have limitless ideas when it comes to living off their savings during a hiatus
in their lives. I’m no different but my money very soon runs out and I wish to
have Ishtar rather than the Hiace that needs diesel. Every day I watch my
estranged family plus freak-assistant across the street from the window of the
two-tone. Papa sometimes comes across with a Tupperware of stew hidden beneath
his beard. But Mama refuses to have any dealings with me until I concede to her
demands, i.e., starting up the old business.


Early morning on St. Patrick’s Day, 17th March, ’96, I
spot Mama and Papa packing up their things. Papa checks Ishtar’s underbelly
like a pilot running visual pre-flight checks. Even though I’m living in the
two-tone and have been all but banished from the gypsy caravan I’m happy that
we’re taking our show on the road; a little like old times, but there’s an
Austrian cuckoo in the nest. So I follow on in the Hiace like that abandoned
dog – eventually they will grow to love me. 


By Sunday night, we’ve reached Glendalough, Wicklow. I’m hoping they
don’t go much further because I’m down to the last of my diesel money, and food
money, come to think of it. The gypsy caravan had a number of near-misses with
traffic on the dark country roads. Ishtar may be a cool plough-horse but he
doesn’t have lights, so I oblige and drive behind them in second gear, lighting
their way forward, metaphorically and literally. Hopefully my good deed will
earn me brownie points with Mama. Every now and again Papa would peer out
through the half-door and wave back at me with a smile. I’d flash my lights in
response. Other times the cuckoo made an appearance and just stared at me
through the windscreen. My response was to flash the lights again but to
hopefully blind her. 


We park up outside a nondescript medieval round tower and wait for
the American tourists. We soon find out that the Americans are a happy-go-lucky
bunch and don’t really carry chips on their shoulders, at least, not while
they’re on holiday retracing their ancestors. Result: Mama’s plan to make a
killing casting black curses for the tourists is a royal flop, which suddenly
shifts the pressure onto me, but I must hold tough; like an approaching storm,
I’m getting a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach about my middle-man
activities. 


Mama and Papa hold an extra-ordinary AGM (Annual General Meeting) in
the gypsy caravan and I’m invited for once in my life. The inside of the
caravan is comfy but cramped and I realize that I haven’t been missing anything
really, just a hug from Mama, maybe? Papa always finds time to give me several
hugs.


Mama asks me nicely to do a few séances to make their trip down here
worth it but I refuse. Mama, being a proud woman, doesn’t beg me so they move
on to fresher pastures for them and Ishtar, leaving me out of diesel and
stranded. I tell Mama of my plight but she tells me that I “should’ve thought
of that before playing tough-guy.” She doesn’t need me anymore with her phoney
dark arts, just that she needs to concentrate her business on small villages
instead of tourists. 


They move south and I’m left twiddling my thumbs outside a
round-tower. I’ve got nothing to eat and cannot drive any further so I forage
for edible nuts ‘n berries which Mama had taught me all those years ago ...
only she had shown me the ones that would poison me because I guess I’d done
something to upset her that day. I traipse the mountains of Wicklow in a magic-mushroom
delirium and wander into the national park. Despite the Do not feed the
Animals signs, people offer me beef ‘n chutney sandwiches and scotch eggs
from their picnic baskets. I shyly slope out of nearby hedges, take the food,
and scamper back again to forage. How can I have fallen so low?


That night, sleeping up in the branches of a hollow chestnut tree, a
monk-like vision holding onto a crooked staff, speaks up at me in the finest
Welsh sing-song accent. ‘You’ve one more job to do.’ 


I tell the holy man that he can go and do his own dirty work. Then,
what I had first thought to be a very fancy snakeskin belt around his robes
turns out to be a full snake and has many dead snakes swinging limply
from it. 


Welsh accent … killing snakes…St Patrick’s Day??? 


Just a hunch, ‘Saint Patrick?’


‘Please, call me Paddy.’


‘Um, okay, Paddy.’


‘One more job, dear. Promise me you’ll do it, then after that you
can do as you please. You’ll be happy you took the séance.’ Pause as St Patrick
swipes another hissing snake from the grass on the end of his staff. ‘You will
always be at odds with the world, Cabbage – the living world. Do this
one last job and you will have eternal happiness.’


I like his message, but it’s a tad creepy. With a slack jaw I ask,
‘Should I be a pilgrim, Paddy?’


‘No, child, pilgrims are suckers. You get nowhere in the world by
being a pilgrim.’


‘But the money that I took from the séances?’


‘Cabbage, sometimes people have to do things they might not
necessarily like.’


I think of Mama and pity her.


‘But you are killing all the snakes in Ireland free-of-charge.’ I
feel like disputing the killing of the snakes but now its history so I save my
breath.


Saint Patrick laughs and wipes his nose on the sleeve of his robe.
‘Is that what they told you at school, dear?’


‘I was home-schooled on skittles…’


‘Well, it may as well have been skittles.’ Paddy kills the snake and
ties it under his snake-belt with the others. ‘Do that last job, Cabbage, and
everything will become clear.’


*   *   *


After spending a
miserable night in the hollow tree I make my way back to the Hiace through the
dew-dropped landscape. Just like Hansel and Gretel following crumbs I follow my
own vomit from the previous day, having eaten a variety of hallucinogenic
fungi. Had St Patrick been a product of those mushrooms? Like tracking the
circus big-top through the park trees years before, I’m led by the steeple of
the round-tower pointing skywards above the tree-tops. 


When I get back to the Hiace, I’m greeted by an attractive
olive-skinned woman with expensive chic garb and two beautiful blonde children,
boy and girl, sitting on my bumper.


‘Valentina Cabbage Moone?’ she asks.
















Comin’ out of Retirement


 


She’s French and
her name is Sophie with a double-barrel Chanel-Molloy for a surname. I’m always
on guard when speaking to women with theirs and their husband’s surname. It
means that I’m dealing with a woman who’ll take no shit. The purple leech-bags
under her eyes weigh Sophie down fifteen more years than her actual pretty
twenty-nine. Her clothes reek of money which gives her a much-needed boost.
Sophie is elegantly decadent; Sophie is Paris. The boy and girl sitting next to
her are obviously her kids and are playing together in a world of their own. It
seems to me that they’re in that make-believe world a lot more than this one
which begs me to think that these kids are used to being on their own and
fending for themselves, they’ve even built up an entire universe between them.
I can kind of relate to that. 


We stare at each other long enough for me to know that Sophie’s here
for me. She looks at me curiously, probably wondering if I’m the Ghost Girl
that she’s come to see. She’s surely heard that I’m half gypsy so my current
post-apocalyptic state of post-magic-mushroom inebriation only half tallies
with what she was expecting. 


Tentatively, she asks in perfect sexy English. ‘Are you the Ghost
Girl?’ 


My God, she’s an actress off a movie set.


‘Actually I’m the Rat, aka my illegitimate pilgrim twin-sister but
continue…’ The effects of the red-caps haven’t worn off yet.


‘I need your services.’


For a moment I think she’s asking me for the loo and I tell her, by
default, that it’s blocked. It’s amazing how many caught-short strangers have
asked that question.


‘No, no, sorry, you misunderstand me – it’s probably my perfect
English; you offer a unique service.’


O-kay here we go, why else would she be here. That explains her
haunted look. ‘I don’t have a service.’


‘You, um, speak with those that have passed on …?’ She speaks
hesitantly, self-conscious of how ridiculous that sounds to her.


‘I spoke with the dead, yeah. Now they just speak with me –
nothing new there.’


‘I’ve come from Monaco to see you. Do you know where that is?’


‘Is it near Denmark?’


‘No, a little further down.’


‘Papa’s geography was limited to his post route in Limerick city,
I’m afraid.’ Then as a consolation prize, ‘I was home-schooled.’ Stick to the
point. ‘Look, sorry, but I’m out’ve the business. I need to get my life in
order. Um, would you have some cash for diesel? I’ll pay you back if you give
me an address or bank account.’ Some say that begging should come second-nature
to a half Romanian gypsy but that line just out of my mouth has been one of the
hardest in my life. 


Sophie looks at the state of me. ‘Would 50,000
 pounds help you get your life in order?’


Suddenly I see it all before me. I’m looking at the blurb on a
blockbuster novel: I’m the maverick police detective in the predictable
thriller who is coming out of retirement for one last case of a life-time. This
is what St Patrick had told me about: this is the job.


 


Reader, at this
junction, it doesn’t dawn on me that I could offer séances for food, just like
a real pilgrim. But, then again, the living would still win…


 


‘Tell me more,’
is all I manage to say, funnily enough, I’m thinking about a tank full of
sloshing diesel and not the rest of the money and my life. I just want to get
home, please.


‘I want you to contact my deceased husband, Marty Molloy. They
called him,’ drawn-out sigh, ‘Magma. He was a Formula One racing-car driver who
was killed a few months ago at the Monte Carlo Grand Prix. I want to know the
truth about his conquests off the track.’ This woman is on the verge of
a breakdown. ‘I want to know if Magma had ever looked up the word promiscuity
in a dictionary, not that he ever finished a book in his life – or started
one.’


Her English is impeccable but maybe a dictionary is not a
start-and-finish kinda book. With that sweet French accent, Siamese cat face,
and those killer curves (after kids), how could any man play away from
home? How could any beta-man take that chance unless he’s a, forgive my French,
fucking idiot. I can say this with all honesty because God has given me the
body of a man with manly functions.


Sophie continues with her confession at St. Kevin’s historic
settlement in Glendalough, Wicklow. I get the feeling that this meeting is
being watched. I glance up at the round-tower and I’m almost certain I see a
shadow duck back inside one of the narrow windows in the ancient stone
building. ‘I promised myself a year ago that I’d confront him on it, but he
beat me to it like always.’ Sophie’s chin jitters. ‘He was always good at
getting to the line first – the only thing he was good for, asshole.
I can’t sleep at night not knowing the truth; I want to get on with my life and
I won’t be able till this is settled once and for all. I know what you’re
thinking: why does it matter now, right?’


The thought hadn’t crossed my mind. With a life-time of séances
behind me, it’s always the same. What’s the point of anything, now that the
person is dead?


‘The answer is that it doesn’t matter – didn’t matter
till I heard about you, the Ghost Girl. Y’know that expression: dead ‘n buried?
Well, let’s face it, it’s bullshit, isn’t it? Now that you’re around? Nothing
is taken to the grave. You’ve been a thorn in my side now I need you to take it
out. I see him every time I look into my kids’ eyes – he’s haunting me and I
need to put this ghost to bed.’    


‘His own bed…’ I quip. 


The widow doesn’t acknowledge my ill-timed wise-crack. ‘Sorry.’


‘Magma didn’t have the balls to own up to his infidelities in life
so I want him to admit his wrong-doings in the afterlife which he’ll do because
he’s coward – he knows it’ll be a while before I catch up with him.’ She knocks
once on her head, ‘Touch-wood.’


‘50,000 you said, right?’


*   *   *


That night I’m
flying out to Monaco first-class with Sophie and her kids (who I never get to
know) on the promise of a full tank of diesel.
















The 50,000 Séance


 


It’s a surreal
balmy night on the 19th of March. I’m standing on a veranda
surrounded by palm trees and below me are the lit streets of Monte Carlo.
Sophie wasn’t being dramatic when she said that they live in an extravagant
villa on a hill overlooking the same hair-pin bend where Marty Magma Molloy
lost his life. 


Once pleasantries are out of the way, I tell Sophie that I’d like to
crack on with the séance. I’m thinking of that full tank and not this rich
widow, her fatherless children, or the ghost who sits at the bend on the street
below us, wandering why he’s there. I warn Sophie that she may not like what I
discover but she assures me that she will like whatever I come up with, “I want
answers.” 


At this point I ask Sophie to go make us all some tea. I also ask
her for a trigger object as I had done when Granddad Bill had given me that
yoke-thingy from the plane. I explain, as I’ve done a million times before,
that a trigger object is something that the deceased can latch onto; something
that the spirit may have had in his or her own hands or perhaps an object they
kept with them as a living person. 


Sophie tells me that she doesn’t have any “umbrella girls” hanging
about the house. I don’t get the joke until she points out several models in
the many photos on the walls, shielding Marty from the sun with their umbrellas
while he sits in pole position, some of them leaning in over the cockpit more
than necessary – cock-pit. Sophie then quickly lifts a sizable trophy from the
vast walnut mantelpiece and lays it in front of me. ‘This was his favourite
trophy he won after winning the Monaco Grand Prix at only twenty-seven years
old, blah blah.’ 


Sophie’s words trail off as I realize that Marty was only a few
years older than me when he died, but she does actually say “blah blah” to
emphasise her boredom with the whole affair;  I think of Mama’s assistant, the
Austrian cuckoo-waif, citing “pardon the pun” in my face. The quicker I finish
this damn séance, the quicker I get the money, go back home, and shave her head
while she sleeps and oust her from the nest.


I begin the séance, summoning the racing-driver to the table. I look
at the various photographs on the walls to get a better idea of who to expect
but all I see is how Sophie has aged, comparing her many photographs on various
race-tracks around the world to what I see before me tonight. In all those
photographs I can see more than one trophy – the one held aloft by a grinning
Magma in his racing-suit and whatever beautiful woman who happened to be
clinging onto him. Sophie seems to be jostling with them for pole position. 


Suddenly I hear a rustling coming down the chimney…


Before an individual falls downwards and rolls from the fireplace
towards us at the table. He’s wearing a black tattered racing-suit with smoke
tendrils rising from it but there’s no fire on at Sophie’s villa this evening.
His head and face are hidden inside a battered helmet. No prizes for guessing
who’s just come to join us at the table. I’m not sure if it’s really Marty
Molloy. A dozen photographs around the room show me his handsome face but this
spectre reveals nothing. The room is filled with the heady fumes of oil,
burning rubber and fuel, but worst of all: that acrid stench of burnt flesh. He
has come direct from being killed on the hair-pin bend. The aroma is so strong
that even Sophie begins to sniff at the air and asks the cleaner to check the
toaster. I nod Marty’s arrival to Sophie and her eyes widen to petrified
levels.


    


Reader, unlike
most of the non-living’s reluctance to talk, Magma was only too willing to join
in the game. I should’ve run the other way but Sophie’s pay-off had gotten the
better of my judgment.  


 


‘Marty Molloy, I
presume?’ 


‘I’ve always wanted to come down a chimney.’ 


Marty’s voice is muffled inside his helmet. The visor is a
reflective one and all I can see is myself and Sophie looking back at
ourselves. What startles me though is his Dublin accent … I should’ve guessed
with a name like Marty Molloy. I was expecting an exotic foreign English
accent.


‘Pa ‘n me used to send my Santa’s list up the chimney ‘n I used to
picture it waftin’ upwards towards the stars. There’s just somethin’ ‘bout the
inside of a chimney…’


‘I have your late wife, Marty…’


Magma contradicts me, ‘Sophie was never late for anythin’; always on
time, even in the sack. And it’s Magma…’


‘I’m not dead!’ argues Sophie but I tell her to look at it from
Magma’s point of view and she settles again.


‘Sophie wants the truth about the rumours … the supposed affair?’


Sophie corrects me, ‘It’s plural: affairs. A two-timin’ prick
might be another choice-phrase...’ she answers serenely without opening her
eyes. Deep down, it’s evident that Sophie still loves Marty ‘Magma’ Molloy. 


‘I accept full responsibility,’ Magma answers from inside his
helmet.


I ask, ‘How about you take off the helmet?’ 


‘How about you take off your top?’


I’ve taken to wearing turtle-neck sweaters. I have to admit that I am
getting a little hot under the collar (maybe Magma’s smouldering racing-suit)
so I remove my turtle-neck but not because Magma asks me to do so and Magma
wolf-whistles from inside his helmet. I want to tell that cheeky bastard to
keep his opinions to himself (not really; I’m lapping it up) but I don’t want
to hurt Sophie’s feelings – not in front of her, at least. Already, I’m falling
under his influence. Look how a dead man’s got me thinking.


 ‘Now, take off your helmet…’


 ‘Does Spiderman take off his mask? It’s part of the intrigue, my
dear.’


 And I have to admit, I am intrigued. I’ve never met a spirit with
so much life as Marty ‘Magma’ Molloy.


 ‘Y’know why they call me Magma?’


 I try to shrug off my mock disinterest. ‘Cos you’re hot on the
track?’ Idiot. Spurring him on is what you’re doing.


‘And off it – Magma – red hot and ready to explode la-va.’ He
pronounces lava in two suggestive syllables. He’s using the power of sexual
suggestion. How brazen! On the one hand, I want to thump him. On the other
hand, I want to play around some more with this mischievous spirit and see just
what a mere spirit is capable of. I could do with a laugh but I can’t with
Sophie sitting next to me. He grabs both sides of his helmet and jerks his head
left and right before I hear a click in his neck somewhere. ‘Christ but you’re gorgeous
in person. Girl – you’re the fox’


I turn to tell Sophie but Magma shuts me up. ‘I’m lookin’ at you,
Valentina.’ 


I redden up. ‘I’m the Rat actually, definitely not the Fox.’ I can’t
remember ever hearing my real name; I’ve become so used to being called after a
vegetable. ‘And what do you mean with “in person?”’


‘You’re famous, girl, on the other side every poor soul wants a
piece of you, yum, yum, but as in to tear you apart, I mean. Death isn’t happy
with you and is waiting for payback. You’re upsetting his flock. Your beautiful
face is below WANTED on every lamp-post on Dead Street.’


Is this guy taking the piss or what? 


‘We call you Hook cos you like to dangle your line in front of us
gullibles ‘n just when we think all you want is a friendly shoulder to cry on …
HOOK LINE ‘N SINKER! … you’ve got us by the short ‘n curlies for an undisclosed
sum. But I’d be nervous if I were you.’


I hear Mama’s voice: 100 for your first séance and 80 for the
second at your convenience... Here comes this sinking feeling again; the
feeling that had urged me to give up this ghost hunting business. I knew all
these years of ghost-rapin’ was going to come back to haunt me. I want to throw
up. ‘Nervous? Why?’ I feign innocence.


‘Just put it this way, Val; I wouldn’t like to be in your um,’
clocking my Doc Martens, ‘boots. When it comes time to weighin’ in ‘n pleadin’
your case at the pearly gates then, y’know…’ Magma shrugs, ‘meh…’


‘Meh??’


‘Well, think about all the collateral damage you’ve caused? Don’t
you think that it’ll have repercussions? What d’ya think the judge’ll say when
he sees you in the dock?’ He arches his head left and right until I hear
another click ‘n pop in his neck. Despite being able to speak with the dead I’m
squeamish and I flinch when I hear the crunch of bones in their sockets. ‘I can
never find the damn spot…’ Magma insists on stretching and popping to find
relief in front of me. He pushes his helmeted head to the left at an impossible
owl-angle until I hear the cartilage and something else snap, crackle, and pop.



Of course, Magma had broken his neck in the accident. I should’ve
guessed sooner.


‘Y’know what’s the worst thing about bein’ dead? Everybody here
seems content with their lot, y’know, just sittin’ back and enjoyin’ their
after-life but I’m goin’ nuts here, man. Do you know what that feels like? Have
you seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest? Jack Nicholson is the only one
who wants to get out of the loony-bin but the rest are, like, brain-washed,
y’know, they  feel safe ‘n cosy there and half of ‘em don’t even belong in
there. BTW, the rumours are true.’


I’ve forgotten why I’m even here. I’ve learned more about the
after-life from this spirit in five minutes than I have in all my time working
as a medium. He’s given me new insight.  ‘Excuse me? What rumours?’


‘The women…’ Magma pauses. ‘It’s all true but I never stopped lovin’
Sophie, I need you to tell her that. Sophie was my port-in-a-storm…’


I turn to Sophie and hold her hand. She already knows but just needs
it to be made official ‘He wants you to know that you were his
port-in-a-storm,’ and already I’m kicking myself for my diplomacy and tact. 


For a second I believe that Sophie’s going to take the truth with
decorum but she erupts.


‘Two-timing prick!’ Sophie holds her head in her hands and starts to
bawl. ‘Fucking chicken couldn’t tell me when he was alive! Port in a fucking storm??’


Magma starts swearing inside his helmet. ‘Could you not just have
told her the part about never stopping loving her?’


‘But anybody can say that. You didn’t love her enough to be faithful
to her. You lied to this woman. I could’ve told her but you need to suffer a
little for what you’ve done.’


‘Yeah but now you got her sufferin’ too!’


‘She needed to hear it and now she’s got closure. She knows you for
who you really were.’


Magma grows quiet. He crosses the room and sits on the
chaise-lounge. ‘I guess we can both get on with our lives ‘n after-lives. I can
rest in eternity now knowing that I’ve gotten that off my chest. I was feelin’
guilty about that and the truth is that I’m glad she summoned me. Isn’t it
weird how I can’t come through unless somebody invites me? I’ve tried.’


‘Invite? That’s a nice way of putting it. I was once accused
of raping the dead.’


Magma spreads his legs and man-handles his crotch. ‘Haul it, girl! Haaauuul
it!’ 


‘I can’t believe you just did that!’


‘What did he do? Tell me!  What did the low bastard do now?’ Sophie
becomes obsessed, striking blindly at the air. 


‘You’re right,’ agreeing with Sophie, ‘he’s rude and has little
respect for women.’


‘I love women!! Isn’t this proof?!’


But at least Magma makes me feel like
the opposite sex with his simple male-monkey smut. Magma’s the dominant
male baboon humping his harem behind the zoo glass for all to see and he’s
proud of his gyrating red ass bared to the world. What he’s just done is lewd
and disrespectful and all the rest of it but now, thanks to Magma, I know that
I’m not something that came from that cabbage patch and I like it –
blame it on my unconventional upbringing. Happy-hour with Slaphappy the
devil-clown was just a roll in the hay (it was straw, believe me, you know
when you’ve got straw stuck in your ass). I was young and care-free and these
things happen but I think Slaphappy would’ve turned to one of the circus
donkeys if I hadn’t come along when I did, so I take it with a pinch of salt.
This thought-process comes like a bolt of lightening and is gone again through
the synapses in my brain. I have to say that I’m sad to say goodbye to this
poor fool of a deluded man-spirit. ‘We must say goodbye now.’


Magma asks, with a hint of concern in his voice now, ‘Do we have to?
I mean… C’mon, we’ve just met.’ He comes to me and cheekily slips his ghostly
arms around my waist in front of his distraught wife. Not that she sees any of
it through the tears and the fact that Magma’s invisible to all but me. He
sends a shiver through me and my abundant bodily hair stands on end. I should
get that laser-treatment and permanently kill my unwanted hair follicles but I
find something extremely melancholic in that concept – maybe Papa’s romanticism
coming out in me – knowing that I’m willing killing a part of me. 


 


Reader, in just
a few days from now, killing my hair-follicles will be the least of my worries.
Hint, hint…


 


‘My client is
satisfied and now this is where we go our separate ways. That’s just how it
is.’ I don’t want this to end and neither does he. Thinking that this is my
last séance is sad in a way; my last two-way with a dead person. I imagine
Magma feels the same: his last two-way with a living person.


‘But it’s so boring here – the afterlife, I mean. Where are
the hundred hand-maidens fondlin’ my smokin’ carcass? Do you think I should
tell the suicide-bombers or let them find out for themselves? Those
hand-maidens are claimin’ back what they missed out in their lives.’


‘Well, now you’ve come clean so you can start to enjoy your death.’


‘Aw, c’mooon, everybody knows there’s no such thing as coming clean,
and yes, that is a dirty joke and, yes, it is a betaphor.’


‘I have to admit that I’ve enjoyed this meeting and I feel I could
go on speaking with you all day – it’s metaphor.’


‘Are you being sarcastic?’


‘No. Spirits normally aren’t as colourful as you but this is
the way it has to be.’ And with a lonesome heart – which is ridiculous seeing
as I just met the dead guy – I send him back up the chimney and Santa Claus
comes in the form of Sophie with 50K in cash and a tear in her eye. 


‘You’ll stay the night.’


I’m anxious to get back to familiar surroundings. Right now I’d give
anything to be back in the two-tone having a cup of tea and gazing idly at the
tea-cupboard or chatting with Papa while Mama contradicts everything we say.
And I have to shove cotton-balls up the waif’s nostrils. ‘I know there’s a
flight leaving at midnight to Dublin but I don’t have the energy now to queue
for a flight; I’m drained.’


‘Then stay in the guest bedroom tonight.’


Sophie doesn’t have to persuade me. I agree, telling her that I’ll
leave first thing in the morning. 


 


Reader, it was
the start of a new life for Sophie Chanel-Molloy and the start of a new
afterlife for me. No, it’s not a typo; I should’ve taken the midnight flight.
















Gettin’ into a Car with a
Stranger


 


Reader, have you
ever seen a Halloween ghost underneath a sheet? Have you ever really thought
about it? Is the ghost the sheet or the sheet the ghost? Why a bed-sheet? And
then what is a ghost exactly and why would it be hiding beneath an
unsuspecting bed-sheet? 


This concept zips through my synapses at a million miles per hour.
All I know is that I’ve got a ghost under my bed-sheet right now…


I don’t know how long he’s been lying there. I’m frozen and it’s got
nothing to do with the cold pocket of air that normally comes with a spirit –
like you, I’ve never had a ghost in my bed … or a man for that matter. The most
perplexing thing is that I’ve never left a portal open to the after-life. I’m always
extra careful to close it as part of my post-séance mantra. This ghost has
latched onto me somehow.


At three in the morning, with the balmy breeze blowing through my
open windows that look out onto the Mediterranean, the door of the walk-in
wardrobe swings open on its hinges. At first I’m disorientated and confused. I
just remember one door leading to this guest bedroom. Then I realize that if
there is somebody else staying here then he or she must’ve been in the walk-in
wardrobe for the last three or four hours while I’ve been asleep which might be
seen as odd in some countries. For a moment, I’m convinced that the silhouette
that has entered my bedroom is that of the shadow-master, Mr. Brick Shithouse;
I might be greeted by a bunch of odourless cemetery flowers or a sneak-preview
of a new shadow-show but the unmistakable silhouette is of a racing-driver in
full smoking costume under the silver light of the moon. 


He looms up on me, cracks his neck, and slips his smouldering corpse
in next to me, stealthy as a tom-cat. He’s done this before, by God.


Magma speaks. ‘You left your portal open for me, darlin’.’


Here we go with the sexual innuendos, so I do what every woman does
when she’s not putting out: I pretend to be asleep. 


 


Did I ever think
that I’d hear myself say that, Reader?


 


‘C’mon, Val, I
know you’re awake.’


My heart is pounding and I dare not open my eyes. In a funny way,
Santa has come again. ‘I never leave my portal open. How dare
you…’


‘You should leave it open once in a while, Val, just to get a
thru-draught goin’.’


‘Marty, I know who you –’


‘Magma, please.’


‘The only man I’ve ever had in my bedroom at three in
the morning was an orderly while I was locked up in the nuthouse for my gift.
What are you doing here?’


‘I lied…’ 


‘How did you get through without me inviting you?’


‘I just came through the walk-in wardrobe.’


‘No, from the after-life; I don’t remember inviting
you back.’


‘I never left. You saw me go up the chimney but if you’d bothered to
look you would’ve seen me jammed halfway up. Now, I know what it feels like to
be Santa Claus – lotta pressure. I know I kinda made out that I wanted to come
back to ‘fess up to my ex-wife…’


‘You’re still legally married.’


‘Yeah but who is going to contest that when I’m legally dead?’


‘Continue, Smarty-Pants. Lied about what?’


‘The truth is that I need to get behind the wheel of
a racing-car just one more time and then I’ll be content with my death. I need
to get back up on that horse, Val. I can’t face death knowing that I’m a
failure. I was taken in the prime of my life and that doesn’t wash with Magma.
Just gimme one chance… Racing was my life. Help me get behind the wheel again
and I’ll be content to go where I should’ve gone. Live fast; die young. I used
to say that when I was alive but now it’s not such a hot idea.’ 


Don’t feel sorry for him, Cabbage … I
think to myself … don’t you dare feel sorry for him. You’ve
done this a thousand times. They’re dead cos that’s what was meant for them.
Yes, I’ve done this a thousand times before but I’ve never had a ghost pleading
with me to come back. Now that I think about it, it’s strange that a spirit
wouldn’t want to come back but they’ve all seemed happy with the outcome and
have never questioned their deaths.


‘You think that I don’t know that this is your last séance? You’re
tryin’ to make things right this side of the river so you won’t have problems
when it comes to crossin’ the bridge, Val. Might be a tad late for that…’


He’s right. When my own time comes I want to be all square with the
powers-that-be. And now I think about my guardian angel Mr. Brick and where he
might be, in some other dimension, slipping in and out of Limbo because of his
loyalty to his guardian child and friend in later life. Does love get more pure
than that? Why hadn’t I thought about this before? Because I’m only interested
in me … greed, that’s what it is – Mama’s greed: I have some of her in
me after all. My guardian angel will never rest because he’s saved me from
myself. Our lives are a couple of train-tracks, only two meters apart but a
million miles away, leading to God knows where.


Before I know what I’m doing, I’m up out of bed, dressed, and
outside in the street at three in the morning where all is quite. With a vague
feeling that I’m sleep-walking, I wander the winding streets of Monte Carlo, holding hands with the ghost of a dead formula 1 racing-car driver.


Within a few minutes the cold hand in mine squeezes and stops me in
my tracks. I realize that I’m standing at the hair-pin bend where Marty ‘Magma’
Molloy lost his life just a few months ago during the Monaco Grand Prix. Across the street I notice a sign marking the bend as Fairmont
– The World’s Most Famous Bend. Dozens of fresh wreaths lay around the
sign. I home in for a closer look and my insides drop to see the various forms
of the same name marked on every one of those wreaths for the same man
beginning with M … M … M. It’s all for Marty ‘Magma’ Molloy. He’s
standing next to me, taking it all in as much as I am. Highlighted by the
sodium street-lights, smoke curls up into the night from his shell. I cannot
see his face but the bend glinting back at me from his visor. Magma really was
somebody, it seems.


‘I can’t go on like this, Val… It’s pathetic. One more chance to
drive the streets of Monte Carlo and I’ll sail off into the celestial sunset
and I’d be delighted if you’d join me.’


‘How’s that gonna work?’ I find myself sinking into this well of
pity. For the first time in my professional career, I’m feeling a ghost’s pain,
loss, and something else I can’t put my finger on: maybe a pang of desperate
pride. For some intangible reason, I open my handbag (more of a deformed
leather satchel that Papa had created during his romantic self-sufficient
handicrap days) and I lift out a Porsche key-ring with a key looped onto it. In
my experience, anybody who’s got a Porsche key-ring doesn’t have the Porsche to
go with it.


As if in a dream, I’m lead back up through the winding streets to
Sophie’s villa. Magma leads me to a subterranean double-garage and gestures me
to look in my leather satchel, so I do, and discover another key. This
time, it’s for the garage. I’m astounded. ‘What are these keys doing in my
handbag?’


‘You put them there.’


‘No I didn’t.’


‘Yes, you did. Val, I told you where to find them and you slipped
them into your, um, handbag.’


I frown at Magma. ‘Excuse me but it’s hand-made and one-of-a-kind.’


‘It sure is one-of-a-kind.’


His sarcasm brings me back to myself. Get a grip, Cabbage!
‘Look, why did you bring me here? I want to go back to sleep.’ My, how the
tables have turned; this is exactly what spirits say to me when I bring them
forward for a one-sided get-together with their grieving, answer-seeking loved
ones. I briefly consider that I’m sleep-walking, but I wouldn’t have known
where to find those keys, even if I were awake. I can’t seem to concentrate on
anything, all is vague, and my memory is a blur. Maybe I am –


‘Open the garage…’


‘Huh?’


‘Open the garage…’


My curiosity pricked, I decide to do as Magma asks because I’m under
his influence somehow. I twist the key where he indicates. The door whirrs
upwards and the lights switch on automatically. I am greeted by a bright shiny
cherry-red Porsche with a double black band running down its middle. I read
Carrera GT on the back. I’m not a car aficionado but anybody can tell the lines
of a Porsche.


‘Get in the driver’s seat…’


I frown.


‘You heard me, woman. Get behind the wheel and fire her up.’


‘You fire her up.’


‘I’m a ghost. My hands and feet don’t work like they used to do.’ He
cracks his broken neck to emphasise this. ‘Trust me. Being a ghost of a
racing-car driver has its advantages and I’ve been workin’ on my powers
of suggestion. How do you think I got you to steal those keys? C’mon,
seriously, just sit in. She needs to be driven. She’s been cooped up here since
I lost out to Fairmont and she needs her throttle opened.’


Despite Magma’s love for word-play (foreplay), I find this spirit
frightfully persuasive. Ironically, I feel like I’m living for the first time,
really alive since my brief circus runaway. And like a fool, I open the Porsche
and sit in its plush fire-red leather interior.


Magma slips into the back-seat behind me. ‘Start her.’


‘I’m not gonna drive this thing. I’m used to driving a Hiace van.’


‘Same thing, just one or two more gears. C’mon, fire her up. Sophie
will be down in a few hours hour to work on her abs,’ directing my attention to
the gym equipment across the other side of the garage.


I press the button and the Porsche rumbles into life. 


‘Now, stick it into first and head down the driveway.’


I’m dreading this but now that I’m here, I wouldn’t mind just a run
around the block. ‘Okay, so just one leisurely drive around the streets of Monte Carlo and we’re all happy. Promise?’ 


Magma nods his helmet in my rear-view mirror.


I stick the sports-car into first and roll out of the garage and
down the snaking driveway to the street below. The power coming through the
steering wheel is exhilarating and now I understand power-steering. I’m just
about to change into third gear when a couple of gloved hands pass in front of
my eyes and blind me… 


I scream. The Porsche veers off to the left as I lose my bearings… I
too am about to lose my life on the streets of Monte Carlo…


But now I can see again … but through Magma’s helmet-visor and I’m
changing up through the gears and my Doc Marten boot is to the floor and the
Porsche is screaming along Monte Carlo Avenue. A green light ahead turns amber
and my foot goes through the floor instead of easing off. 


‘Magma!!! Stop the fucking car!!!’ 


‘Relax … don’t forget to breathe deep … enjoy the ride. You’re not
in control any more, Val. I’m in the drivin’-seat now, girl.’


We bullet through the intersection as amber turns to red … RED! I’m
shitting it! This spirit is playing me like a puppet. ‘You’re not in the
fucking driving-seat, Magma!! I’m in the driving-seat!!’


‘You’re in the front but I’m drivin’ through you!’ Magma lets
out a howl of joy behind me – ‘Yeee-Haaa!’ – as we rocket through Monte
Carlo’s city-centre, complete disregard for traffic signals and traffic in
general … but I’ve never felt in safer hands travelling 130
 mph in a 30 mph zone, though those are definitely my hands gripping
white-knuckled on the leather steering-wheel…


Swirling blue and red lights fill the inside of the Porsche. For a
moment I pray it’s an ambulance but it’s a squad-car tailing me just like in
the movies I used to watch as a child through various shop windows. Am I
dreaming? If I’m sleepwalking will I be held legally responsible for my
law-breaking actions? ‘Pull over!’ I command Magma, but instead, I slap down
into third and loop a roundabout, tyres burning, screeching as we arc a
beautiful circle free-style. We fishtail onto another avenue and I change up
into sixth and leave the squad-car for dust.


‘Now, sit back ‘n relax.’


‘Sure, Magma, sure fucking thing.’ I’m fucking livid.


Herbie takes us out of the city and along a coast road where it
grows dark. The road opens up before us and I begin to loosen up. I sigh a deep
breath of relief and sink back into the leather upholstery. Magma pulls my
right string and I open down our windows and fill the Porsche with salty sea
air and then I’m driven back into my seat as the needle in the dashboard creeps
past 140 mph … 150 mph … 160
 mph … 1-fucking-90 mph And the world is becoming an interstellar
blur…


Right now … right now … I’m ready to die: it’s out of my
hands and I’m loving it. Death isn’t so far away as I thought and working with
the dead has made it even closer. It takes 200
 mph to show me that I want to die. Why? Because I want to help those on the
other side! I see now that the only way I can redeem my tainted soul is to help
the souls and undo the damage that I’ve done. How? No idea… they’ll tell me
when I get there. 


I swing off the steering-wheel and nose-dive for the cliff-face … The
Porsche skids to the right and smashes through a wood fence and I’ve got the
cliff face twenty meters … ten meters in front of my bonnet when my hands work
against me and swing left instead of right. I scream at Magma: ‘It’s my fucking
life! You’re already dead!!’


The Porsche spins and bucks back onto the tarmac and burns ten
meters of Goodyear rubber before jolting to a stop on the secluded road.


Magma’s got real fear in his voice. ‘Hey, this game doesn’t work if
both of us are dead!’ 


The nerves and exhilaration come pouring out of me. ‘I’ve made a
terrible mistake, Magma! I never should’ve gone against the wishes of the dead…
I need to help them on their ground…’


‘Would ya’ lay off the Nightingale shit, Val.’


Where have I heard this before??


‘Look, you’ve helped one ole’ soul tonight – me! I’ve just proven to
myself that I can still do it! Now, what you need to do is, turn this baby
around and drive us back home. Are you capable of that? You take the controls
this time … but only if you promise that you’ll stick to the road and not
the scenic route, thank you.’


‘Please take off the helmet… I need somebody to talk to. I’m
alone here and looking at my shitty self in your visor is only making things
worse.’ If only Papa – even Mama – would hold me in their arms … or Mr. Brick…


Magma hovers into the passenger-seat and slips his arm across my
shoulders. ‘Don’t cry, Val. I’ll pass on the message that you’re not all that
of a hag that you make yourself out to be.’


I snuffle a snotty giggle into a hard ball of tissue I find in
Papa’s handicrap and cry some more. ‘I just did it to make money,’ I sob. ‘We
needed cash – Papa’s hand-made stuff wasn’t selling and Mama was no
longer selling herself. She tried the fortune-teller’s mystic ball but, but
that didn’t work… and we were kidnapped and taken to the Bog of Allen in the
middle of the night, and … and …’ My mind is racing and being a dead racing-car
driver, Magma fully understands. 


‘It’s over, Val. I was your last case.’ He leans over and
Eskimo-kisses me with his helmet which I find sort of a turn-on – getting this
close to a spirit. I hear the smack of a kiss from inside the visor and I
manage a feeble smile. ‘Let’s go home.’ But now I’m not sure where Home is
anymore. The thoughts of going back to trawl the roads and byways once again on
my own in the two-tone is wrenching my insides. Even if I go back with Mama and
Papa I won’t be content… With an increasingly sinister hunch, I realize that
the thought of not being close to the dead is like a prison sentence. I need to
help them and make up for my sins in this life. 


As we sit in the Porsche, it dawns on me that Magma is my only
connection left to death, seeing as I can’t do séances anymore and Mr. Brick is
nowhere to be seen. I see Magma as that long rickety bridge to the other side
of the valley where the pastures are greener. It has taken this near-death
experience for the penny to drop: I’m more dead than alive; death has seeped in
and has become part of me down through the years. Now Magma is a lot more than just
a spirit on the street: he’s my ticket to ride. Please, no sexual connotations.


I reach for Magma’s arm and pull it over my shoulders to help bear
the burden of the world. 


 


Reader, Mr.
Brick’s words of warning never crossed my mind: “Never get into a car with a
stranger.”


 
















Dance on my Grave


 


On the way back to the villa, I make a life
and death decision… 


I had taken
Magma up on his offer and commandeered the Porsche back to Sophie’s villa. I thought
of those who I would leave behind and how they’d think of me when I’m gone. I saw
my own death a lot like Scrooge saw his but I’m hoping that people won’t speak
ill of the dead (me). I know I’m not the easiest person in the world and a
life-time of dictating the spirit-world has left me brittle. One thing
preoccupies me though: it’s not that I’m contemplating my own death but if I
fancy getting away from it all and speaking to a clairvoyant, who will I speak
to? There’s only one of me. 


By the time I
pull into Sophie’s front yard the sun has begun to melt the horizon along with
my heart. I drive the Porsche into the double-garage and close the door down
behind us. I switch off the engine and take deep breaths. I thought I was
nervous doing a million mph in a twenty-mph built-up area but now I’m about to
make that leap I’d threatened to do half an hour ago. Deep breaths, Cabbage,
you’ve nothing to lose and everything to gain. Breeeaaath… You, YOU, want
to make this right, don’t you, freak?!


‘I want to go
with you to the other side.’


Magma pushes
over in the seat to make room for me. ‘Be my guest.’


‘No, I mean,
um, dead.’


‘Oh.’


‘You and me…’


Magma is uncharacteristically
silent. It’s hard to know what he’s thinking, especially when his face is
hidden in a racing-helmet. ‘You’ve helped me, now let me help you.’ Pause as we
cross the first hurdle. ‘When you say you “want to go with me” what does that
actually mean? You want me to hold your hand till we get there or you want us
to go together and live n eternity as celestial lovers?’


‘The second
option…’ Really?


‘You mean, as an
actual spirit couple?’ Magma laughs to himself. ‘I’ve seen and done a lot of
things but this is a first. This trip wasn’t a bust after all.’ 


I giggle and
start to nod profusely. The idea of death is making me giddy. I’m falling …
drunk on what’s going to happen in the coming hours, maybe days. 


You’re a
liar, Cabbage. Just cos he’s the ghost doesn’t mean that he can’t see through
you… I haven’t confessed to myself yet that I’m lying to Magma. I’m using
him as my get-out-of-jail free card. Yes, he makes me feel like a woman but he
repulses me at the same time to be a woman – who grabs his crotch in front of a
self-respecting woman? But beggars can’t be choosers.


‘Val, I fancied
you from the moment I heard your voice calling me … It started as an echo,’
cupping his hands: ‘“Marty Magma Molloy … Molloy … Molloooy…” Then it
starts coming in real strong till you got me by the balls, honey.’ He grabs
himself again just to prove my point.


‘Is it necrophilia
if I take up with a ghost?’ It’s a genuine question and I giggle at the
thought.


Magma closes in
and nods my forehead with his helmet. As he looms in I get a glimpse of his
eyes and see that they’re the sharp eyes of any living man. ‘Oh, come now, Val.
If that was the case you’d be goin’ down to the local cemetery here in Monte
Carlo and diggin’ up Marty’s tired old corpse, wouldn’t you?’ He’s right. 


‘So why do you want
to take up with human head of cabbage?’


‘Why do you
want to jump a ghost’s bones?’


‘Touché.’ We’re
like a couple of too-highly-paid actors in a bad movie.


‘Because you’re
beautiful inside.’ Movie…


‘Don’t
patronize me, Magma. We know that one lump of blood ‘n guts is the same as the
next. You should know that.’


‘You are
special: you’re the only one who sees me. You can dance on my grave any time
you want, Val.’


I’m not sure
that I like Magma’s answer, suggesting that if there was another female
clairvoyant then I might not be so hot? I think of another movie cliché… ‘We’re
meant for each other.’ 


‘So what’s your
business plan?’


‘Well, my goal
is to be dead ASAP so first I’ll need to commit suicide some time this week.’ 


‘Hmm, nice, a
two-step plan.’ 


A faint voice
in my ear speaks softly: Tell me to mind my own bidness but shouldn’t he be
tryin’ to talk you outta this crazy get-rich-quick scheme, Honey? Even if we
both know that you’ve got no intention of takin’ up with this scoundrel…
And I realize that it’s Mr. Brick’s Southern voice of reason. Where’s Mama’s
voice of reason? I don’t need to hear it; I know it: Bang out of order!!
Wake up ‘n smell the coco beans, Cabbage. There’s money to be made… It’s an
undying trade…Go big or go home!


‘I’m gonna go
big, Mama.’


‘Huh?’


‘Nothing. So
how ‘bout coming with me?’


‘Where?’


‘Back to
Ireland… I’m not killing myself in a foreign country. It might suit you too.
Ghosts normally like to be from their country of origin. I’ve heard of ghosts
being restless when their mortal coil dies on foreign soil.’


‘Hmm, never
bothered me before but maybe you’re right.’


‘I’ll go pack.’


Magma stalls
and holds me from getting out of the car. ‘My children… I’ll miss my kids.’ I
didn’t know that sincerity existed with Magma.


Tricky. Think
Cabbage… ‘Magma, you left your kids six months ago but you live on in their
memories. You cannot change anything by staying on here, as matter of fact, I
think it may even make things worse – you seeing them but knowing that they
can’t see you.’ I think about that and feel sorrow for Magma, who is after all,
not long out of his teenage years. ‘Whether you’re on the moon or … or in the tea-cupboard,
you will always be in their heads.’


The spirit of
Marty ‘Magma’ Molloy nods in silence; he knows I’m probably right. 


We go inside
the villa, everything as we left it with Sophie and the children still asleep
upstairs. I tip-toe to the guest bedroom and pack my few things. My insides
flutter when, on passing the kids’ bedroom, I spot Magma leaning over his kids one
last time, studying their beautiful sleeping faces. I move on, feeling a tad
guilty that I’m dragging him away from his family but he’s dead, I have to
remind myself of that subtle fact. There’s nothing for him here.


I write a quick
note, thanking Sophie for her hospitality and ring for a taxi from the
landline, choosing one of the many taxi business-cards stuck to the
fridge-freezer. Magma comes down the stairs to join me and we wait for the rest
of our lives.
















Terminal


 


My journey from
Monte Carlo back to Ireland is an uneventful one on the 20th of March
– if you count having a ghost smuggled in your hand-luggage as uneventful. The security
check at Nice airport doesn’t suspect a thing
and confirms my suspicions that their x-ray machine doesn’t work on spirits as
they are already see-through. 


In Terminal 1’s Bar Le Riviera I let Magma out of my carry-on
suitcase to a few odd looks from nearby drinkers who witness me open my
suitcase as if to air it then close it again. 


 Jesus!’ exclaims the dead racing-car driver, unfurling and climbing
out of my luggage and cracking his neck, ‘my back is in bits but having a
broken neck actually helped.’


 I begin to laugh. ‘By the way, I forgot to tell you that you
needn’t have stowed away in my suitcase. You’re a ghost, Magma. Nobody can see
you.’


 ‘I’d forgotten that. Sometimes I have to be reminded that I’m dead.
Bitch.’ Magma shakes his smoking fist at me seeing the funny side of my
joke and gives me a squeeze around my hips (which are there, you just have to
look for them.) By now I’m fully aware that I’m only using Magma and have
absolutely no intention of being bedded by a ghost. I guess Slaphappy was my
one-and-only after all and I’m thankful that he was a pretend clown and not the
real clowns other women are dating every day of the week. There was no badness
in Slaphappy and he, along with his Indian elephant, helped me forget my life
in the two-tone, even if it was only for a little while. I know in my heart and
soul that Magma fancies me because I’m special and I’m the only one. I bet if
there were two of me then he’d choose the other me. 


 After quick deduction, I discover that the only way we could ever
be truly together forever – not that that’s going to happen – is for me to be
dead too. Not once has he tried to talk me out of this. Magma is wallowing in
his own carnal pleasures so I too play along in this little game of ours.
Perhaps we both know that we’re living for the moment, no pun intended.
‘Couldn’t we just wait till I die?’ I string him along, never relating the fact
that I’m using him. Sophie would be proud of me.


 ‘We could but, y’know, if you want to hold onto your good looks…’


 This reaction just proves my point. I can tell that this is
something Magma has been bottling up and it tells me why he’s all for a quick
death. Magma just doesn’t want to have to spend an eternity with an old cabbage
and that hurts me,  even though this is all a lie. Magma will never grow old;
the Fairmont hair-pin bend had immortalised him. 


 We sit in Terminal 1’s Bar Le Riviera and count down the
minutes till our flight is called. I have a coffee and Magma has a double whiskey,
straight. The barman does give me a suspicious look when I’m drinking coffee
and when he turns back again the whisky glass is empty.


 ‘Have something stronger, you deserve it.’


 ‘Naw,’ I answer, ‘I kinda got fond of liquor there for a while. I
drank till I drowned out the voices in my head and detoxed my body of spirits.’


 Magma puts his arm around me and whispers into my ear. ‘Not all the
spirits. Now, order a stiff drink for yourself. Who cares now anyway? Liver
failure is not an option.’


 I’d forgotten. ‘Yeah, what’s the point? I’ll be invisible at the
bar soon enough.’


 ‘You wanna know somethin’ that’ll blow your socks off?’


 I raise my eyebrows. ‘Go on.’


 ‘The dead don’t suffer hangovers. The alcohol doesn’t seem to have
the same effect in us ghosts. Drink just runs right through us but gives us
that happy buzz.’


 I recall Mary passing me a tumbler of liquid-fire from her
bee-hive. She was my first client and I went against her wishes too. Sorry,
Mary. 


 I order a double-shot from the first bottle my eyes land on in
Mary’s honour: gin (for I know now that that’s what she’d been drinking), and
knock it back to a round of applause from Magma. I order another and knock that
back too. After my third double I challenge Magma to an arm-wrestle. I forget
where I am until the barman suggests that I’ve “had enough.” 


 I slur in his face, ‘I’ll be the judge of that.’


 ‘I think somebody’s had enough to drink when they’re having an
arm-wrestle with themselves. Call it a hunch.’


 Of course, as far as anybody can see, I’m a crazy at the bar, chatting
with myself like old drunks do.


 ‘Of course,’ Magma hints, ‘we’re presumin’ all of this will run to
plan but we can’t forget your chequered past where the afterlife is concerned.’


 I was trying to forget about this.


 ‘I don’t want to blow my own trumpet or anythin’ but the bouncers
will let you through the door when they see that I’m with you. One bouncer,
killed in a shoot-out at some godforsaken disco in Limerick city, asked me for
my autograph as I passed through the door to answer your call.’


 Music to my ears; my get-out-of-jail-free card. Let’s hope Magma
doesn’t think this through any further and realize that he’s nothing but a
beard. 


 ‘I’m a nobody here,’ says Magma regretfully, ‘but I’m somebody
in the afterlife.’ 


 A woman comes up to the bar and greets me. ‘You helped me get some
answers years ago.’


 Here we go, speaking of beards; wish I had one of Papa’s right now.


 ‘You were down in Dingle giving séances. You put me in contact with
my mother.’ She lowers her voice and speaks from the corner of her mouth. ‘She
passed on before telling anybody where she’d left her black money.’


I half-close one eye to home in on this stranger’s face. ‘And how
are things now?’ I slur.


‘My brothers and sisters haven’t spoken to me since you told me
where the money was.’ She thanks me with a horrid waxwork smile and swirls off
in a huff.


Now I’m upsetting the living too!


I turn back to the barman who had been listening in on our
conversation. He’s already on the phone to the RTE and BBC news-desks…
















Saddest Stand-Up Ever…


 


A reporter, an
RTE camera, and questions are waiting for me – us – at Dublin airport arrivals.
While the reporter gets in my face, asking where I’ve been hiding and whether I
plan on doing more séances, Magma is complaining that there wasn’t much more
room in the overhead locker of the plane. Again, the ability to disengage his
neck-bones allowed a level of floppiness. I told him that he was a ghost and
that he could invisibly walk up and down the aisle. But even my line about
“getting real close to the trolley-dollies” couldn’t coax him out of the
overhead locker. Like Mr. Brick, Magma liked to imagine that he was still alive
or at least fool himself of such.


BTW, talking into an overhead locker does attract more unwanted
attention.


*   *   *


The media begin
to follow me over the next few days and suspicions mount during the week that
I’m the world’s saddest individual who is nothing but the victim of a cruel
stand-up joke. Wherever I’m seen, I’m always at a table for two on my own. In
restaurants, diners look at me strangely as I chat with a table and the plate
opposite me is always empty because Magma doesn’t get hungry in the afterlife
but drinks till the cows come home. Some waiters give me their numbers out of
pity. I’m not sure if it is pity or lust but my maternal instincts say the
former – I’ve never had so much interest from the opposite sex, now that I’m
seeing a dead man … but it’s all happening too late. 


But of course it doesn’t take the reporters long to deduct that I’m
not talking to myself but have taken up with a dead man. They can’t prove it’s
a male but draw their own conclusions being seen alone at romantic
dinners-for-two. The paparazzi won’t leave us alone. I must track down Mama and
Papa to say goodbye before they read it in the ‘news’papers.
















Trackin’ Mama and Papa Down...


 


We
try to find Mama and Papa but it proves impossible. It seems that they’ve
disappeared off the face of Ireland and the rest of Europe. Without wasting more valuable time (a
suicide doesn’t prepare itself you know), I decide to contract the same P.I.
that I’d hired to find Mama and Papa after returning from my European tour. 


24 hours later, on April 1st, the P.I. pinpoints Mama’s
and Papa’s whereabouts. At first I think that it’s a joke being the day that it
is. It turns out that they have left Ireland and gone to live on an island.


*   *   *


The following
day we track down Mama and Papa on the picturesque Blasket Islands, two miles
off the South-West of Ireland. The lush green mountains and lakes are a perfect
backdrop to the multi-coloured gypsy-wagon on the back of a plough-horse. How
they had gotten across to the island in the first place eludes me. 


Mama’s elated to see me and for the next few hours I’m waiting for
her to tell me that it’s all a post-April 1st joke and that she’s
really still sour with me. But that joke never comes. She tells me, in all
honesty, that she’s trying to regain her gypsy roots and has banished herself
(and Papa) to the island as purgatory for her wrong-doings. She has made a home
for herself (and Papa) on the island. She’s deeply ashamed for what she has
been doing: taking money to cast phoney bad omens on people. She had falsely
used her gypsy status and now she must suffer for this. Mama informs me that
the waif had been sent packing to Austria with a Body-Shop jar of multi-colour
cotton-balls to eat on the plane-ride home – if peckish. Mama openly admits to
me that she’s a hoax; a charlatan of the night but she also admits that
people’s deep hatred for one another was enough and all she had to do was light
that malignant fire. She lives on the island as a hermit (with Papa), in
solitude as penance. She sums it all up by saying, “Every man is an island but
this is my cold turkey.”


 


Students, you
might want to draw parallels between my life and Mama’s at this juncture in our
journey.


 


I almost crap
myself when Papa appears lighter and happy-go-lucky again, living off the land
as a fully bearded hermit. This time together has helped them fall in love
again and I feel a little bit like what a gooseberry must feel like. They have
claimed the island as their own and live like a couple of nuns or monks.


‘I knew you’d come back, Cabbage. That’s why I’ve got a surprise for
you. I’ve been working on it since we got out here. It’s kept me going…’ He
leads me – us – down the hill towards the sea. 


BTW, Mama and Papa haven’t seen Magma standing at my side. He keeps
poking me to formally introduce him but I need to find the right time to
introduce them to my pretend ghost boyfriend who will supposedly feel me up in
the next life after helping me with my suicide.


Papa leads us upwards to the highest point of the island while
informing me how he rows to the mainland every few days for provisions in a
boat he wove out of seaweed. He also tells me that his memory isn’t what it
once was and he’s thinking of “tattooing a big L and R on his left and right
feet.” Not sure if that’s a joke. 


The view is breath-taking from here. All I hear is the crashing of
the sea on the black rocks and sheep bleating in the distance. I can see Ireland’s mainland yet we’re here on this island that is everywhere and nowhere. Limbo has
many faces.


Taken with the scenery, I don’t see Papa’s gift until he points to
the ground in front of us and I see a 3ft x 2ft rectangle of cement in the
middle of nowhere. At first I almost recoil, thinking that Papa’s led me – us –
to a baby’s grave but on looking again I see that relics from my childhood have
been embedded into the cement: an old soother (dummy or pacifier) … a small black-framed
photograph of me sitting on Papa’s knee and red-faced Mama in the background
wrestling a chicken into a cauldron … a nappy (diaper), an actual nappy
suspended inside a plastic see-through tupperware that had once been wrapped
around my undercarriage. Inside another Tupperware, submerged in the hard
cement, is one of my old waiting-room, germ-infested, touchy-feely books … and
then I spot my eye-patch that Papa had fashioned to help my lazy eye. There it
is, in another Tupperware, to protect it from the harsh elements. 


Papa has built a shrine to me, here on the closest point to heaven.
The weight of the moment gives me a shiver and I begin to cry when I look at
Papa’s admiring face. He comes to me and gives me a hug while Magma stands
back: ‘I’m so, so proud of my little girl. We have so much to celebrate
and not just because you’re special but because you’re you. You are the
most precious thing in my life and an hour didn’t pass when I didn’t wonder
where you were. Building this altar helped me stay close to you.’


Maybe I was right in thinking that we really are standing at a
graveside – mine. In a way, I’m killing all this too – killing my childhood and
wiping myself and my memory off the face of this planet and Limbo
 Island. Magma closes in and hugs us both. As he does, Papa shivers and tells
me that somebody’s just walked over his grave. I guess Magma has a conscience
after all. How can I do this to Papa? How can I tell him that I’m needed in
another dimension?


*   *   *


Two days pass on
the island and like Mama says, family is a lot like fresh fish: it’s wonderful
for a few days but then it begins to smell. I find it difficult to tell them
that I’m leaving, never mind that I’m leaving forever. Magma has been
with me all the time and Mama and Papa don’t see him: they haven’t even heard
about my ‘sick’ romance with a dead man. Of course they haven’t; the only
reading they do on the island is reading the stars above their heads on clear
nights. I know they won’t leave the island until they have found themselves
again, cleansed their karmas, and I still feel like I did when I arrived:
gooseberry. But it’s a comfort having Magma at my side – never thought I’d say
that. He’s become my shoulder-to-cry-on. My parents are wrapped up in
themselves and I can’t ask for more. It’s possibly the last time I will see
them and I think that it’s meant to be this way. I think Papa would understand
my plight, being a romantic, but I just can’t break their happiness right now. 


*  
*   *


I leave before
the cock crows the following morning, literally, they’ve set up a chicken coup
for fresh eggs and the cock, well, the cock does what he does best. They have
surrounded themselves with animals that will provide … and a donkey? I leave a
note pinned to Ishtar’s snuffle-bag. In the message, I bid Papa and Mama
farewell until the next time. In reality, this very well could be my suicide
note but they don’t need to know that. Suicide? Not really, just making some
life-changes. 


Now, there’s nothing left to be said. The only ones on this planet
who mean anything to me are Mama and Papa and I’ve said goodbye to them in my
own way. They’re used to me doing early-morning disappearing acts but this time
the magician will get it wrong and the girl will never again appear back in the
box.


We head cross-country in the Hiace and two-tone to Old Castle,
Limerick, Papa’s old stompin’ ground, and there we pay a surprise visit to my
estranged grandparents, Granddad Bill and Granny Celia. They’re delighted to
see that I’ve come on my “own”. They briefly ask for Papa and I explain that
he’s on an island and happy. Celia goes, ‘hmm,’ and Bill sighs and shakes his
head with a knowing smile, as if to say “Lost cause … but he’s out there all
alone on that island with that wild hot fox and God only knows what happens
when two bodies move close to keep the cold out.” 


They seem to have found closure and are happier than I remember
them. They show me – us – photographs of their holiday by the Missus, uh, Mississippi, see, I still can’t spell it. Every photo reminds me of Mr. Brick and I shed a
silent tear for him and his suffering. Damn Papa. 


I – We – bid farewell and hit the road. That it’s the last time that
I’ll probably see them doesn’t hurt because I’m already dead to this world and
now all I have to do is sign the bottom line and make it all official.


 


Reader, I know
what you’re thinking in your melancholia: it’s wrong of me to take my own life
and leave my parents in misery. Other considerations are not on the agenda when
you want OUT. Sad but true; one cannot go on living if one is living just for
somebody else – each man to his own. Hard-hearted? Yes, but honest… I don’t
think Mama and Papa will ever leave this island and maybe will never find out,
just await my arrival that never happens and keep their hope alive.
















Two to Tango


Two to Tango


 


Increasingly, it has become less about making things right with the
dead and more about being with Magma. We’ve become close these last few days
and Magma has gotten to know me through my family. My original plan of
stringing him along because of his contacts on the other side have fallen a
little by the way-side.


I’m enjoying my new life in Limerick, so much that
I’ve been putting off my untimely demise for three weeks now. We’re nearly at
the end of April and I still haven’t done myself in. What’s worse, Magma and I
have been living together all this time in the two-tone (more or less strictly
platonic) and I’m beginning to fall for him. It’s like Big Brother without the
cameras. If a male and female live together in an intense closed environment
will they end up falling for each other when there are no other distractions?
The two-tone is a lot like the Big Brother house. True, we can come and go as
we please but the relationship isn’t like any other. Sure, he treats women like
a domestic pet, but we relate to each other on a one-to-one basis and we share
something very unique. Add more fuel to the fire like my ‘dictator-bitch’
status in the afterlife and I guess we were made to tango.


Now I have two reasons to pass to the other side.
Firstly, my original intention to make up for my wrongdoings to the dead is as
strong as it was the first day. But now there’s a second element; I thought I
could string Magma along and use him as a crow-bar to open the door to the
afterlife but I’m falling for this ghost. It’s not your average
falling-in-love-everything-is-bright-‘n-shiny but something that runs much
deeper and to be alone in the after-life is not something that appeals to me.
Our relationship has blossomed into a suicide.


Tonight is the night: the stars are in their correct
alignment and the pagan Gods are hiding behind them in fear. So, with my
twilight looming down, I turn to drink to numb the pain.
















Freak Domino Effect (My
Suicides in 1 Chapter)


 


Reader, I’m not
being flippant about a very serious subject but, by now, I’ve got more reasons
to be dead than alive which I’ve mentioned several times during previous
chapters of my autobiography. Life has never been so bitter-sweet… Don’t think
for a minute that I haven’t thought about you and the others, it’s just that
I’ve got more to offer on the Other Side.


 


In a plush
old-world Limerick hotel (I won’t mention the hotel in case they make extra
business with room 2204 out there in the suburb of Adare where Charlie Chaplin
once stayed during the sixties), on Tuesday morning, mid-April ‘96, with Magma
sitting on the side of the bath and holding my hand, I attempt electrocution
involving a bath of water and my hair-dryer. I preferred to do it in the
two-tone but such luxuries as a bath doesn’t exist and I wasn’t sure if I could
achieve death by lowering just my elbow into the sink with the dryer. 


I’m so drunk tonight that my own death isn’t on the agenda but
getting into the bath with my clothes on does seem a novelty. I didn’t see the
point of taking them off to Magma’s disappointment. I giggle uncontrollably but
the tears running down my cheeks aren’t from laughter. Magma plugs in the dryer
without a second thought and lobs it into the bath. Should I admire his decisiveness?
Or should it scare me shitless?


All I manage to do is short-circuit my hair-dryer and give myself a
Jackson Five perm. The wiring in the old hotel is below par. Now I’m thinking
that it wasn’t the cables but that Magma had grounded me by holding my hand.
Has he saved my life? Can a ghost conduct electricity? I’m sorry, Reader, but I
have few answers at this late hour.


I decide that I need something that will give me immediate closure
so we go directly to the fun-fair that has come to Limerick city. Once on the
carnival grounds, Magma insists on going into the dodgem cars where we mimic
what we had done in the Porsche Carrera GT. We ride some attractions and eat
candy-floss. I laugh with Magma who does various tricks with his candy-floss.
Later, we shoot some tin ducks and I go back in time to when Mama shot those
real ducks with the air-rifle she stole at the fair to get a goldfish bowl that
we would use for our phoney fortune-telling enterprise.


Finally, with no more rides or attractions to try, we get on the
roller-coaster without strapping ourselves in – Magma because it’s not
important anymore and me because I need to jump when the time is right; the
last thing I need right now is another failed attempt.


As we climb vertically I get ready, I can see where the tracks level
off above me but just as the ride’s nose levels off at the top, it suddenly
loses power and surges backwards, people are screaming, and I’m even sure that
I hear Magma squeak inside his helmet. The train eventually rolls back and coasts
to a stop. Everybody is pale and bewildered. The carny tells us that they’ve
suffered a power-cut. As matter of fact, most of the city is without
electricity. Apparently, electricians had been trying to re-wire a certain
hotel in Adare village and had accidentally cut the main lines.


Are you kidding me right now?


Stumped, we fall back on some candy-floss and talk it over while
walking through the myriad of attractions with loud crackling music. Actually,
I’m the only one doing the talking because Magma’s just staring off into space
before taking a deep breath and saying, ‘Okay, I’m thinkin’ out loud here so
don’t shoot me down…’


Already, the familiar old sinking feeling is sinking in. ‘Go on.’ 


‘I think this freak series of events has nothing to do with dodgy
wirin’. I think Death has decided that he doesn’t want you at his party – he/it
doesn’t want you on his/its cloud…’ He then smacks some candy-floss onto each
side of his helmet and forms two horns. ‘The Devil is Death when he’s not on
your side.’


The surge in my insides now is greater than when we rolled backwards
and out-of-control on the roller-coaster. My worst fears have just been
realized and now I’ve got myself wrapped up in Magma to make matters worse. ‘I
can’t go on without you,’ I say with unmistakable desperation in my voice to my
reflection in the sleek though battered helmet. I know it’s a cliché, Reader,
but this is how I feel right now. ‘I must confess something.’


Magma pops his neck cartilage as if stretching before a boxing-match
and tells me, ‘I’m not exactly a priest, Cabbage...’ and draws attention to his
collar that doesn’t have that white thing that makes a priest a priest. ‘I can
take the heaviest punch you can throw at me.’


I lean over and kiss the helmet. ‘Sucker-punch,’ I smile, seeing his
eyes behind the mirrored visor as the light falls just right. ‘I never meant to
stay with you once we got to the other side. I was using you to get me in
because I was expecting trouble at the gates for the sins that I’ve committed
in my life. I guess that I just needed somebody to hold my hand. But … but this
time that we’ve spent together, you getting to know my family and all that,
well you kinda feel like a real boyfriend, y’know.’ I feel myself
redden. ‘I know that we’ve kissed through your helmet but I know that, how can
I put it,’ I giggle, ‘we can get closer in the next life.’


‘I will take off my helmet in the next life.’ Magma is hinting at
something else and I’ve learned that his words are nothing but phallic symbols;
you’ve got to love the simpleton. But I must say that the promise of Magma
taking off his helmet in the after-life means so much to me now. I don’t know
if a crazy giggle-bubble is about to burst inside me or whether I’m about to
burst out in tears. ‘You’re no ordinary boyfriend and I’m no ordinary
girlfriend, are we? We are one of a kind and should never ever be
apart.’ I lean over and hug Magma and all I’m doing is being a tree-hugger
because Magma is too busy looking around to see if anybody else is watching.
When he probably realizes that nobody can see him he returns the hug. What’s
worse is that nobody can see him. It’s far from a Mr. Brick-hug but it’s
the best I’ve got in turbulent times. 


‘I’m your Yang, baby,’ he assures me. 


‘I guess that makes me Yin. So, it’s official then.’ I find it a tad
disconcerting that he doesn’t react to the fact that I’ve been two-timin’ him
for a VIP door-pass to Disco After-Life. It’s all bravado with Magma but not
me. I throw my cards on the table because now I’ve nothing to hide. ‘Magma,
I want to be with you but you can’t exactly come back from the dead. For this
to work, I need to die. I guess that I’ve gotten the short end of the straw on
that one but I’m not going to hold that against you.’


‘Thanks.’


Continuing with the movie clichés, ‘I need to die to be with you and
somehow make it up to the thousands of poor souls that I’ve upset. I’ve no more
reasons to live – working with the dead has slowly killed me. No regrets: live
fast; die young. Isn’t that what you say?’


‘An’ look where that got me.’ He levitates, does a flip in the air
above the crowd, and hovers over their heads. ‘You need height to see the
bigger picture, Cabbage!!’


Sugar, you sure you want to be with a man who doesn’t seem to give
one iota for your life…he’s thinkin’ of himself, darlin’. All those years of
lookin’ after your little fontanel will all have been for nothin’, child…


He comes back down and tells me that we’ve got one more chance to do
this the right way and repeats the line that he’s just given me mid-air and
waits for the penny to drop … and for me to drop with it. ‘The cliffs of Moher
should do it. Foul-play is impossible there…’
















The End (Part 2)


 


So here we are,
Reader, falling for what seems an eternity through mid-air. I see my
anti-corrosive steel-capped Dr. Martens somersaulting: sky…sea…sky…sea…
on the ends of over-stuffed puppet legs. 


Congratulations on coming this far with me, but please don’t shed a
tear because you can surely see my plight. Now, I hope we know each other a
little better and my fast-approaching death actually means more to you now than
when we set out on this soul-searching journey – “Pardon the pun” says the
Austrian waif with her cheeks full of cotton-balls. Let’s hope she chokes on
one…


Yes, Magma did push me off the cliff, Reader!! Now I know
what he said: ‘I’ve just owned you!’ is what he said after I fell. Maybe I’ve
known all along that Magma, even as a ghost, wouldn’t fancy a cabbage. It hurts
but it’s all so clear, Reader: Magma never had any intention of being with me
in the afterlife. He just wanted to haul in the biggest trophy of his career –
psychic BIG ASS Valentina ‘Cabbage’ Moone, and into the deal, get brownie
points from Death itself because we all know that I’m not flavour of the month.
What those brownie points may be is beyond me now, like my life as a mortal. I
should’ve listened to my guardian angel, Mr. Brick Shithouse: “Never get into a
car with a stranger…” Magma likes to string women along and all I’ve been is
Magma’s final first-place trophy on a celestial podium. I guess I’m not totally
to blame but at least I had the decency to tell him that I was using him.


I guess this means that Death has bigger fish to fry… I’m about to
make impact with the rocks and a few dodgy wires can’t help me now. If Death
really doesn’t want me on his side then maybe he should maybe start thinking
about saving my life? Now would probably be a good time to start? The more I
think about this the clearer it becomes that Death had nothing to do with
saving me (not saving 


me but just not
allowing me on his cloud) then Lady Luck had been on my side and it hadn’t
been my time to die… Disturbing…


I think I’ve made a mistake!! What have I done!!? What have I done to Papa and Mama?? Papa will shatter if he hears of
my demise but something tells me that they will never again leave that island
and it’s a comfort to think of Papa’s shrine there on that island.


For a brief
second, I think I’m going to be saved by Death by hitting a deep pocket of
water but the ocean heaves and reveals black rock that takes no prisoners, only
ghosts…   


Death welcomes
all: when it’s their time, it’s their time…


My body breaks
into a million pieces which comes in one BLACK … SNAP… ZERO. 


*   *   *


I wake. My limp
body dropping and lifting with the swell of the ocean. I sit up and look back
at my submerged body floating limp beneath the waves. I’ve got a smile on my
face – my mask – for that’s all we wear in the living world, Reader. This is
the real me. I leave myself and slip into the ocean. I try to reach the rocks
but the heave of the ocean leaves me hopeless and useless. 


C’mon Cabbage, what’s the point of having your spirit and your new
work washed out to sea? Okay, so you’ve lost the man of your after-life but
saving souls was always your objective. How about your soul for starters?


Speaking of my new after-life, where is Disneyland? I recall how Mr.
Brick had told me that Heaven is whatever I want it to be and Disneyland had
been the first place that had sprung to mind. But all I see now is salty mist
and a dark rising sea instead of smiles and Technicolor street-parades. Magma
is nowhere to be seen, not that I want to see him. It had taken 250mph to see
through him and his devious plan to turn me in as the biggest triumph of his
life and death. Funny how it takes a few hundred mph to make Cabbage see the
truth. 


So where am I? 


As I fight against the swell of the tide, a plastic wreath of
cemetery flowers splashes into the water in front of me. I grab it and hold on
as I’m hauled ashore. I recognize those strong arms pulling me inwards. 


‘Mr. Brick! You’ve come to save me one last time… Where is
everybody? I’m s’posed to be doing community-service at Disneyland, helping old
souls onto the rides or whatever…’


I look at him and see that we are just a few years apart. I squeeze
him and he holds me so tight that I can’t breathe but it doesn’t matter now,
does it, Reader. Mr. Brick Shithouse, my guardian angel, my lovely angel,
sweeps me up in his arms and I kiss his cold salty lips and he returns my kiss.
I open my eyes to see his closed eyes. With love and understanding, I see the
Indian ink tattoos on Mr. Brick’s eyelids – on his left is ‘73 and on the other
is ‘96: the years of my birth and death. I guess all of this has been written a
long time ago. 


We hover upwards from the water, over the cliff-face, and both see
the two-tone parked up from a previous life. He looks at me and I look at him. Mr.
Brick takes me by my hand and we sit down for tea in the tea-cupboard. Who
needs Mickey Mouse?


With an eternally passionate kiss, Mr. Brick Shithouse whispers,
‘Welcome home.’ 


‘Mama always said, go big or go home...’


 


 


The End
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