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Bonfire




That summer we lit fires. Terry and I.

We’d meet in the mornings, when oats still gummed my molars and the sky was beginning to shake itself blue. Two of us dressed in thready-sleeved jerseys; two of us decorated with scabs and cuts and small, sloughing burnholes. When we had money, we chucked it together and bought matches from Brett’s Newsagent. And when we had no spare coppers – the more likely – we snatched clickety lighters from the dashboard of Terry’s dad’s van or bummed fizzing matches from the backyard smokers of The Clinic. Then, bodies gunned over the handlebars of our bikes, we’d thunder on in pursuit of fires, the Island quaking from our shouts. Time had no use to us. Days never had acts, never dulled to a yawn, never became sticky; rather they were endless, borderless, buzzing alive until we were confronted by the full stop of night.

There was no wind on the day of the bonfire. To the south, the sky’s edge was brick-red and the clouds – mirrored in the puddles about the field – held this same rubyglow in their fleeces. Terry was on the ground, the canister clamped between his thighs. I was crouched beside him, acting like I wasn’t paying much attention as he wrestled with the screwed-tight lid. But with each failed attempt, I noted how Terry’s expression twisted; his eyes bunching to wrinkles, how the lighter fuel made this vexing plopping sound. All of a sudden, Terry yelled fury and brought the lid to his mouth, and using the girth of his teeth, slowly, slowly, slowly grinded it open. Blood trickled from his mouth as we poured the fuel over the plywood and tyres and branches and cardboard and pallets and paper and hay. Already the bonfire seemed to sizzle.

At first, we lit little ones. Teeny fires. Sparking the tips of grass, burning copybooks, comics, photos pried from under frames. We melted Action Man dolls, slugs, milk cartons, plastic bottles, and loved when they softened to wax and glop. Soon our fingertips hardened, became scaly, snake-skinned, and we dared ourselves to be braver. We burnt the bushy tail of Miss O’Donnell’s cat, ravaged to crap a long shade of heather, and flicked a match into a bin down by Keel’s caravan site, pinching our privates from behind a nearby wall as we watched a lanky fella scramble for a hose. Once we discovered Brendan Hare lurking near our field. Terry pinned him down and like a skilled craftsman, my teeth biting into my tongue, I singed the faint lace hair on his arms and brow. Hare, two years younger than us, cried for his mother, runners kicking into the earth, but we didn’t stop. There was something in fire that we needed. And so, we hunted after the cocky spark and clank of the lighter, the peacock-ruffle of a catching blaze, the flame and all its bold promises.

We scoured the whole Island for the bonfire. Snapping branches from trees and hedges, stuffing hay from sheeted bales into plastic bags. We visited Dr Gaffney’s newest extension, our knees grazed to chalk as we borrowed planks and prickly pallets. One drab night we even snuck into Flannery’s Garage. Barely breathing, we nicked three tyres and a bundle of rubber cord.

I found a shed nestled in the east corner of the Pineneedle Woods. It was loaded with crusted spray cans and weedkiller. Hairy thistles creeped up from the floorboards along with bustling woodlice. We guessed an ancient forester’s den. Terry declared it our base and we swore the shed’s existence to deathly, eye-gouging, dick-snipping secrecy. We cleared everything out and, piece by crummy piece, stashed the bonfire inside. Thereafter our foraging became instinctive. If one of us was away, the other still trawled the Island with gamey hands, thieving anything that would burn. And when the evenings shortened and the wind began to stiffen and bully, we dragged the bonfire out to the field. Terry tackled the big stuff, the tyres and the planks; I carried the loose rotting wood and hay and the stacks of newspapers that I had spied unloved around the back of Sweeney’s.

The field was tucked halfway between our houses. An uneven patch of buttercups, clovers and spongey mustard grass. From there, you could see the roofs of Keel, the school, the water, and the red beams of the bridge. And always you could hear the drone of cars cruising along the Glon. We did everything in the field. Built traps for the wolves we hoped stalked us, sharpened swords out of the handles of brooms, practised our wrestling finishers; mine the Steel Choker, Terry’s the Hell-Bells Suplex. When it rained, which was often, we sat atop two paint buckets in our makeshift hut – a sheet of metal slantways against the neighbouring barbed-wire fence. Our arms folded or slashing at legs eaten by bugs as we gawped at our world being made momentarily unusable. That summer we caught only one beast, and even that was happened upon rather than ensnared in one of our traps. A twitching hare. Terry brought it to the hut, holding it by the hind leg like a stocking, and I slit apart its stomach with a whetted rock. I don’t know what we expected to uncover or why we even conducted this post-mortem. But I do remember the Vaseline-glossed muscles and the pulpy dark blood that didn’t resemble blood. I remember we prodded at its wormy guts with our fingers, tugged at its long, velvety ears till the skin tore. I remember that throughout the hare’s panicked eyes leered out at us, and I jumped once thinking I saw one of the chestnut globes blink. Later, we burned the corpse and buried its cindered bones in the centre of our field, carefully marking a pyramid of stones over it.

My older brother Mark told me about bonfires, about the ones he and his pals had built. He said he cooked bonfires that burnt the fuckin clouds. He told me how to stage a proper bonfire and I wrote everything down as if fire, the very thing Terry and I had mastered, was impossible without these ingredients in this order. The next morning, I explained the entire process to Terry while we scouted about. Terry nodded and nodded again and said he liked the idea of burning the clouds.

I also learned knacker from my brother. Terry had been over – we had played the PlayStation while it vomited down outside – and after waving him off, my brother pushed me as I wandered back into the playroom. You’re hanging around knackers now, he teased. You can’t find yourself any normal friends. I reddened but ordered myself to ignore him. He nudged me again: Mammy wouldn’t like that. Her precious playing with knackers. Thinking about it, Mark said with a smirk, he’s probably the one who gave you nits. My brother and I hadn’t fought since June, so I took him by surprise when I swung for him. He laughed at my first punches but when I clocked him in the balls he went vicious. He slapped me twice and tossed my body to the floor, placing his knee against my shoulder. Like a gear, he worked my arm backwards until it was bent, and I felt a surge of fluorescent pain. Only when I screamed did he let go. Stupid gimp, he said, wheezing. Your friend’s a knacker. A filthy rotten knacker. I didn’t know the word’s meaning, but I was chilled by how it left his lips then, as if it was wrong, like fuck, like bastard, as if it was venom. My dad rushed in and pulled Mark off me. And rightaway, I tattled, a hand nursing my elbow. I emphasised the bad word used. My dad stood between us, repeated my claims and the word itself. With a hand on my shoulder, he then said maybe I should be a little more aware about who I tag along with. But that he didn’t appreciate that sort of language in his house. Or violence, for that matter. My brother mumbled something, and my dad shouted, Watch your mouth. Mark trudged out, slamming the door, and my dad chased after, leaving me alone in the playroom. The word ringing in my ears.

The next day I called Terry a knacker. We were digging through a bin and I abruptly remembered, as if pinched behind my knee, the hole in Terry’s sock and the wonder he held for my PlayStation and the word, and so I said it. Carefully, Terry wiped his hands clean on his shorts before hitting me hard across the face. I fell and he planted himself on my stomach, pummelled my arm until I wept, Mercy. He didn’t get off then, just inclined his head to the side and told me to not call him that ever again. I agreed, promised, squealing for air, though I still felt the word cower under my tongue. He raised his fist once more and I flinched and he stepped off. In the days after, I had a panting wish to say it. While we worked, I would mouth the word behind his back, at night I’d dream of shouting it in front of an audience. Knacker. Filthy Knacker. Suddenly, I knew what he was and more importantly, where I stood above him. I never invited Terry over again that summer. Once, when he mentioned the PlayStation and the tommy-gun boss on Crash we hadn’t beaten, I replied casually without a lick of shame: Don’t you know you’re banned from my house? Terry stared at me for a long time but didn’t contest.

I first met Terry when I lived with my mam in an estate out near The Valley. The estate was cut into the backside of a disused football pitch and plotted with six dingy holiday homes. It was Auntie Joan’s house and Mam kept apologising about the state of it, about us actually having to live there. On the day I met Terry, I had been smacking a ball for hours at the wall across from the house. A pebbledash wall, about six foot high and filled with what seemed to be emeralds. Terry passed by and then came back again and sat himself on the curb opposite. He said something, his knuckles smudged into his cheeks, but I didn’t answer. When I could hammer free not a single emerald, I started to rage, sickened at the world for not being shaped the way I wanted it to be. I screamed the few curse words I possessed while Terry asked what was I trying to do. I answered without a glance back, What do you think? Knock the wall, Terry responded matter-of-factly. When I didn’t reply, he rose and repeated, You want to knock the wall. He strolled off, returning a minute or so later, skitting and hugging this massive rock to his chest. He said, This is how you do it, and launched the rock at the wall. Dust swarmed, surrounded. I heard the emeralds fall like night rain on glass. I giggled and I followed him to get more rocks. I don’t think we spoke again that day. We just flung rock after rock at the wall until I saw my mam on the front step, bald as if wearing a swim cap. Embarrassed by the cut of her, I said, I’ll see you tomorrow. Terry called after my shadow, Yeah, see you tomorrow.

In May they shut Mam into the hospital, and I moved back in with my dad and brother. Almost immediately, Terry and I forgot the estate and our man-made tunnels and in a daze, began to find new schemes in the muddy trails spread between our houses. In the rare days we were sick of fires and the field, we’d walk through the bogs, barefooted, feeling the squelch of turf under our toes. Or on the few boiling afternoons, we’d explore the watery ditches between bank and road, not minding the crops of flies or the stings of the sunny gorse or the tepid smell of sewage. Our language was partial: ‘Let’s do this’, ‘Don’t know’, ‘We go there’. Nothing outward mattered to us, we just chased something, real or dreamt, in the distance, following always the want to do things while the light was still good.

My dad worked in the bank in Westport and after the sixteenth of June, he must have decided that exhaustion was the most socially acceptable form of grief. He’d leave at eight in a dishevelled grey suit and return home at nine, his hair a little lifted from his forehead. He’d call me in for dinner – vinegary brown bags or something crumbed that could be placed in the oven – and sat with me as I ate. We’d talk mainly about the football or chores he needed to do around the house or sometimes very vaguely about ourselves as if we were playing an especially lethargic round of Guess Who. Sometimes he’d complain about the dirt of my hands and the charcoal gunk on my shorts. He’d say her name then, as a sort of beacon that I could use to guide me. To remind me to stay out of trouble. For her sake at least, he’d say. I couldn’t argue once her name was mentioned, as if he had forgotten their own rows or how she screamed terror at me and Mark. At the weekend, I’d find my dad scrubbing and hoovering the house like it was infected with lice, lightly scolding me that I should be helping him. I remember my eyes watering against the stench of polish from the living room, where my father was on his hands and knees with a yellow rag, buffing the border of the fireplace, the brass-tinted poker, the grill. Before him, spread out on the hemp rug, were the photographs from the mantelpiece: my communion photo, one of Mam, me and my brother, me and my brother with a parrot, their wedding day. The frames were already glistening, were already cleaned.

Terry won the right to light the bonfire. He nabbed the lighter fuel from under a neighbour’s barbeque and so he earned the right. There was no jealousy on my part – we had worked hard for the bonfire and it was time for it to go. That was the way, we had to end our song. Terry’s first match got a flash, but it vanished to a woof of smoke when he squatted down. The second didn’t light at all. I posed then as if it were nothing to me, but inside my heart drummed over the fear that we were going to run out of matches, that it would all be ruined, when in an instant Terry struck a match ice-blue. Shielding it with his left hand, he propped the matchhead against straw and a layer of cardboard. He turned to me, a big wide smile, his tongue peeking through the gap in his front teeth.

When Mam went into the hospital, my dad said she had leukaemia. My brother said she was fucked with cancer. I was brought to visit her every Wednesday and Friday. She was the only one in her room, hunched up in a bed with stern bars and levers, wearing a polka-dot headband that I had never seen before. She had no eyebrows and her face was like a rumpled sweet wrapper. Her new smile, narrow and picked with stitch-like indents, frightened me. I didn’t want to touch her, even a glance disturbed. I stayed in the corner and waved hello, and a little later waved goodbye. After my first visit to the hospital, my father spent the drive home promising me all these marvellous, shiny things: the huge fish tank I didn’t get for Christmas, the penknife she wouldn’t allow, somehow he would expand my bedroom. At a red light, he twisted to look at me, but I kept watching out the window. When we finally landed at our house, he said softly, It will all be OK, kiddo. She’ll be fine. And you know, it was good to cry sometimes. To be sad. In the rear-view mirror, I caught his eyes, swollen and glassy, and I knew that he wanted me to bawl, he longed for me to cry and cry and cry. But I wouldn’t grant him that. I unbuckled my belt and rushed to my room. And once there, I dropped to the floor and begged whoever was in charge that in the morning I would no longer have a mother. I didn’t want her to die, rather I wished for her to disappear from my life, like how Santa simply vanished once the truth had leaked. When I told Terry about my mam, he said his dog got dosed with cancer and had to be put down.

We both stepped back from the bonfire in wild expectancy but after a moment, when nothing happened, I kicked Terry. You lit it wrong, I said. Terry bent down and instructed me to do the same. I still couldn’t see anything and was about to kick Terry again when he pointed at a small wavy light. A peach-orange bulb flickering. Terry said we had to feed it fast, so we poured the rest of the lighter fuel directly over this light. On our hunkers, we watched the flame grow and stretch and spread like skinny, witchy fingers. We stood as smoke, thick and black, started to balloon over the field.

In our base, Terry explained to me how his dog, Sam, was seven years old when he got the cancer. He spoke to the floorboards about how much he loved that dog and I didn’t say a thing, no sorrys, no nothing. I had never heard anything that resembled affection from Terry before, and I probably believed he wasn’t capable of love or of even understanding the word in the way I did. He was marked and different to me, lesser. What did he know? What could a knacker know? I picked up a stick and played with it as Terry explained how his dog started puking up its food and sleeping all day and stopped wagging his tail. Sam had always wagged his tail, even when he was tired, even when he was being given out to, Sam wagged his tail. Terry looked at me and I didn’t meet his eye as I passed the stick from one hand to the other. Terry said he went to the vet despite his father telling him what was going to happen. The vet’s room was cold, and they lay Sam flat on a steel table. Here, Terry quietened for a moment, his breathing heavier. I didn’t stir. I didn’t say, It’s alright, Terry. I chewed the inside of my mouth. There was no difference between his story and mine, but I wanted nothing more than to hear a voice shouting my name, calling me in, calling me away. He continued, after roughly rubbing his nose, and said the last thing he remembered was Sam’s tail pounding the table. Pounding the table as he walked out of the room.

My eyes itched as treacle and red scraped at the sky. We inched further back as the bonfire crackled and let out a drawly groan. The pallets had crumbled to crud. The tyres were dripping. Yellow sparks burst forth into life and jittered around us like midges. It was beyond our control, the bonfire, we both knew that, but my teeth didn’t chatter, my legs didn’t tense to run. I spat out the taste of burning and watched on.

I faked innocence in the weeks after her death. Waking my father at night so he’d stand guard for ghosts as I went to the bathroom; his naked ass two crescent moons in the doorway. I asked him continuously, Where did Mam go? As if I believed she might have popped to the shops. Over dinner I’d get him to recount in detail the wonders of heaven. One evening, Mark grabbed me afterwards in the hall. His face as ugly as I ever seen it. He said to me, She’s dead. Mam is dead. That was it. I jokingly asked Terry, Where’s my mam? He pointed at the sky, twirling his index at some unidentified spot. He said, She is up there with Sam. In the stars or something. The idea warmed me, but I laughed at him. You need to grow up, Terry, I blurted. My mam is dead. She is rot in the ground. And then I said it again: You need to grow up, you dirty knacker. Nothing else was said after that and I eventually invented an excuse so I could escape home early. See you tomorrow, Terry said.

Our skin glowed albino pale beside the bonfire. Parts of me were already scabbing like brittle paint on wood. By now the field was scalded, the grass and bracken black. Terry coughed and gagged, his cheeks puffing with sick. I watched clots of garnet dance on his sleek forehead.

During the service I focused on the coffin. I sensed the pressing cup of my dad’s palm around my shoulder and my auntie’s pats on my knee and the army of outstretched hands, but I kept my gaze locked on the wooden box. And during the drinks afterwards, my brother stole me from the arcade machine to go get food. He gave me a piggyback to the chipper van, and we sang songs Mam had once sang to us. At the chipper, he asked what I wanted. I said a burger and I assumed he’d remember my loathing for onions and red sauce. But when the bun arrived jampacked with both I didn’t complain. I ate and listened as Mark told stories about Mam from when I was a baby, about her taking us to see the dolphin in Kerry, about me ruining a trip to the circus over the clowns, about her dressing us up as Batman and Robin one Halloween. All fairy tales, as unreal as mine and Terry’s games. Burgers finished, we balled our tinfoil into a bin and Mark told me then that I was a good lad. I thought I should say the same, but I didn’t.

The bonfire began fanning out, burning the hedges and fences, sweeping hungrily into other fields. I imagined the surrounding sheep and lambs being roasted, their demented baaing, their alien eyes rolling white. Embers popped around our ears, blasting themselves into nothing. Sweat furred my back. From over my shoulder, Terry called my name. I stepped further forward, the heat hitting like a punch. Already gummy blisters were scalping the flesh on my arm, bubbling there, the colour of dribbling varnish. That close to the fire, I could glimpse sprays of rust and red and soot. I could hear only this grasshopper rattle.

Terry was at the back of the church during the funeral. He was the only one who waved. I pretended not to see him and clung to my auntie as she steered me along.

I bounced closer until the bonfire was almost touching me. And in an instant, I reached for it. Fierce pain coursed through my right arm. The heat clawing through bone, wiry nerves, and skin. I saw colours, bright, throbbing colours, and then Terry grappled himself around my stomach and suplexed us away from the fire. Atop me, Terry screamed my name, sweat sliding down his horrified face. My arm was like an object beside me. It seemed bound in clingfilm and already yellowed hoops of it were peeling – the flesh stripping to a savage, wet pink that was sticky as flypaper. I smelled grilled meat. My breath roared. Terry cried my name again and shambled onto his feet. He ran and I followed.

We decided to light the bonfire on the last night of our holidays. We spent the day before checking over our supplies. Inspecting everything while clogging our noses against the musky decay. It was a cloudless afternoon and I was shivering by the time we were done. When we stood with our bikes at the galvanised gate – where I’d blow left and him right – I thought I should say something. Thank him. Tell Terry I owed him one, though I didn’t know what exactly I owed. Tell him he was my best friend. But every time I tried to gather those words and arrange them into order, they wouldn’t float out correctly from my mouth and so I was left to just look at him, not smiling, not doing anything. Terry moved his hands from his pockets to behind his back, his body slightly swaying. Without a word, he then jumped onto his bike and began pedalling. I don’t recall how long I stood there, alone amongst the silhouettes of our world, listening to the near-silent swish of his wheels as they tore through darkness.

We sprinted. Barely touching damp grass and reed as we hopped a drainway and then leaped ourselves over a fence. The bonfire a giant behind us. Our feet burned cool against the concrete as we came onto the Sound Road. I could taste the air again, zesty and fresh. From somewhere, a siren blared. We flew on towards my door.

The night of the funeral, I walked in on my father crying on the toilet. He was in his white shirt but wore no pants, only underwear. His bare legs were pudgy with matted black hair like Velcro. I didn’t speak and I didn’t turn around, and, finally, he got up and washed his hands. While drying them on a towel, he said, The show must go on, kiddo.

My brother was in the porch, a phone against his ear. My father beside him, shouting, Did you see the fire? We hurtled past them to my bedroom. I unlatched my window, pushing it open, and shimmed up to the windowsill. Terry yelled, Hurry on, as he struggled after me. On my tippy-toes, I grabbed hold of the gutter and Terry boosted me onto the roof. He then pulled himself up.

I felt like we could see everything from up there, the Sputnik television aerials, the hills, the disordered houses, the bogs, all flattened out in front of us. The bloated stink of smoke had wafted down from the fire, along with ginger petal-shavings which drifted lazily in the air, and in the distance, we saw the blue glare of Garda cars. Terry clutched my good hand and we sat there all night, sobbing out sweat, our bodies thawing the frosted slates. We watched jets of water tear into the flames, watched stooped figures shovel dirt onto steaming ditches, watched the tip of our bonfire reach out one last time for the stars, before failing and falling in on its own shadow. By then the blush of dawn was spreading far across the horizon and sunlight was breaking against the burnt out field. The last sparks of our bonfire fading alongside the night. Terry’s hand shook in mine. A great spasm of pain flared in my dead arm. Together, we watched the bonfire perish into black.






Pure Gold




I was glue-lipped, dangling on the border between the horrors and the thirst. We were out in Ziggy’s yard, huddled on the lichen-knackered backstep as the sun bate down. The air was close and muggy, like someone else’s breath. Beside me Ziggy moaned, his head in bowed arms, the grease on his mop of hair blinding. The early giddiness we shared had dried and now an ashy staleness flowered. We grunted, we mourned. Pressed against my front teeth – furry in their unbrushed state – I felt the lunar, sour bumps of my tongue, still tasted the sick-spittle which had caked the hinges of my lips, still reeled from the fear of last night. I was seventeen, the Leaving a swelling shadow behind me.

I pounded the cooked patio with my feet. Felt my cheek, grooved like a peach from the shabby floorboards where I had scooped out a couple of hours. Above was streaked blue, so divinely blue you’d believe in angels, so bright you couldn’t glance at it and not shudder. The hedges and the browning grass purred under the heat. The windows and the fidgety insects shimmered. And amongst this hazy backdrop, I could hear the distant shearing of every make of lawn on the Island: the thistle fields, the reed-swamps, the block front gardens. ‘Fuck this,’ I said. ‘Fuck this completely.’

‘Proper cuntish weather,’ Ziggy said, flapping a hand at his neck. His plaid shirt was turbaned over his head. He lifted himself up
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