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“The novel revolves around the likeable character of teenage wimp Billy Sikes whose vision of modern Ireland is coloured by his dysfunctional adoptive family, his legendary half-brother Herbert and a cast of friends and foes who slip in and out of allegory, not to mention life and death, with the ease of champion figure skaters. Psychedelia grounded in street dialogue is at least as good a tag as surrealism: Billy lives in a waking nightmare much of the time, but the reader gets an ongoing chance to feel clever at allusion-spotting, as Holy and Unholy trinity swap sides with alarming frequency. There are several contenders for the role of The Prince himself. Wholly herself, however, is Billy’s hefty and horrible cousin Agnes, sociopath par excellence: the sort of girl who would pull the legs of horses, cackling the while and a truly remarkable comic creation.”

Sharon Barnes, In Dublin magazine
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INTRODUCTION

What are you fuckin’ lookin’ at? Well ... ? I’ve a pain in me bollocks with all this. So you read introductions, do you! What are you some kind of academic or college kid? Were you told to read this? Is it prescribed reading? What fuckin’ professor, or whatever up-his-own-arse dickhead teaches you, would prescribe this shit? Or, maybe, you’re just the kind of wanker who doesn’t just skip to the story, like everyone else.

He couldn’t just leave well enough alone, the skinny little bastard! He reckons that “The Prince” was never finished, but it’s the same fuckin’ story, and it’s still a pack of lies! So if you haven’t paid for it yet, don’t be wastin’ your bleedin’ time or your money, that’s unless you get a loan of it from your mate, or, if you are a regular sham, you stroke it from Eason’s, same as I fuckin’ did with the last one!

Go back to your iPod, or your Playstation or whatever shite youse are all into these days. You won’t know what he’s on about anyway, you and your fuckin’ college degree! What would you know about the 1970s? Bet you never even heard of Pipi Longstocking, or Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, or Mart and Market, or Elric of Melnibone, or Johnny Forty Coats, or even Puff the Magic bleedin’ Dragon! Whatever about skinhead gangs, or skullin’ flagons in the fields, or gettin’ the bit of tit of a young wan, or being dragged to mass and teachers batin’ ye, and all that other shite that he craps on about. And don’t bleedin’ start me about the war in the North!

Oh yeah, It’s still full of big words, but you’ll like that, won’t you! Maybe you’re some kind of intellectual, same as the skinny, bad-mouthing bollocks must think he is; he must have had a dictionary shoved up his arse! Well I’m telling you now, when I get the little bastard he’ll be pickin’ one out of his teeth!

He thinks he’s so fuckin’ smart, but the lying, deranged, little toe-rag still hasn’t got a pot to piss in. And I’m no gombeen; how do you think I got the fuckin’ Jag! I’m smarter than he’ll ever be, and I’m not going away either, he’ll find out.

The Black Prince, 2018




PROLOGUE

Jesus Christ died on the cross, so did he: my brother Herbert. My brother Herbert died on ‘The Cross’ – a junction in Dublin, near where we lived. He was also set upon by unbelievers, doubters and worshippers of false gods who, in his case, bludgeoned him to death with bald heads, bars, stones and Doc Martin boots. But he too would rise again. So I waited until he did.

Just a matter of time, that’s what I’d said to myself: “It’s just a matter of time.” But I didn’t like matters of time, because when time matters, it messes around with you: it doesn’t do what you want it to do, you don’t try to make it go fast or slow; you just sit back and wait - let it happen – and it did!

I wasn’t worried about what way he’d announce himself, but I knew that he wouldn’t just walk up to me on the street, and say something like, “Hello Billy, long time no see!” That wasn’t his way; he had much more subtle, meaningful, approaches to all things. So, when he did reappear, I could smile, and say to myself, ‘‘Death hasn’t changed you.”

It was when I was skipping my way home through some wasteland, to avoid the drudges that I had to work with, that he appeared from behind an ancient tree, one of a small group of survivors along the way, and having taking on the appearance of an old, hunched-over, grey-haired man wearing a worn-out overcoat (he was actually tall and dark!), he, proffering the remains of a cigarette, said: “Give us a light there, son!”

I felt like laughing, and saying to him, “You’re the ‘Son’, and our father has enough light for both of us,” but, instead, I played along with him, although probably with a bit of a smirk on my face, and dipped into my pocket for my matches. Now, I must have only taken my eyes of him for a second, but when I arose he was gone. He could have slipped back into the trees again, but I knew better than to look.

He was gone, but he was back!




PART ONE

1973

Now that he was back, if it was going to be like it was before I wouldn’t mind. Before, often didn’t seem that bad when you thought about it afterwards. ‘‘We’ll laugh about this in years to come,’’ they used to say (was it in a book or a film?). I never stopped laughing! He taught me how to do that. He taught me almost everything.

I say ‘almost’ because he didn’t try to teach me anything that wasn’t that important. I lived with my Aunt Kate, and she did that. Aunt Kate and school, although school wasn’t as good at it. She taught me how to read and count. I needn’t have gone to school at all: It didn’t teach me anything! Secondary school was worse to me than primary school; I couldn’t see any point in it. In primary school, I suppose, I didn’t think like that, because in primary school I hadn’t, for the most of it, known him yet. I didn’t stay too long in secondary school.

In primary school, my mother’s name was Jezebel, at least for a while. I told people and they thought that it was funny, because they were only about six or eight too, and Jezebel Sikes was a funny name where we came from.

My Aunt Kate wasn’t amused, though, when I said it to her, which I didn’t think fair, because it was from her that I’d heard if first. I understand that she hadn’t actually said it to me, but I’d heard her say it to another aunt, whom everyone said they couldn’t stand, at least, when she wasn’t there. But when Kate finished shouting, she told me that my mother’s name was actually Maureen – I preferred Jezebel!

She didn’t tell me much else about my mother, but I overheard plenty more conversations about her e.g. she went across to England and had a baby when the war was on. The baby’s name was Herbert, and the war stopped. As my mother said she didn’t understand where the baby came from, she’d insisted that she must have been ‘immaculately concepted.’ We’d been told about that in school, but I hadn’t a clue what it meant. But it was a good story, and it was religion, so it had to be true!

But it seemed that no one believed my mother, and when I asked Aunt Kate about it, she shouted at me again, and gave me what she called a ‘clip on the ear’, which was, in reality, a slap across the head, and warned me not be thinking about things that I couldn’t understand. But, even so, I was to tell the priest all about it, the next time that I was sent to confession.

Word had it then, that Herbert and my mother went to live with an aunt of hers, that my Aunt Bridgit, that’s the one that no one liked, claimed that she, herself, couldn’t abide, and stayed there until my own father came along, who was, apparently, ‘a dangerous man’.

Because he was a dangerous man, I supposed, my mother couldn’t chance taking Herbert with her when she took off with him to; a flat in London; the South of France; a caravan in Lancashire; a bedsit in Birmingham; a travelling circus (I was never convinced about that one; I think Bridgit was on the drink that day!), then back to Ireland, where they got married before I was born, so that my mother wouldn’t have another ‘little bastard’.

They called me William because, with Sikes, my father thought that it was funny, or clever, or something. It was later in my life before I knew why.

My father died, and it seems, “peacefully in his bed.” Which the “likes of him” didn’t deserve, my Aunt Bridgit said.

“Jezebel” took off again then, and landed me with Aunt Kate.

Maybe living in Kate’s wasn’t so bad because I didn’t know of anything better, or maybe it was good because I knew no worse, I doubt if I really thought about it: it just was! Anna was too, and so was Agnes – especially!

Anna and Agnes were Kate’s daughters. Their father was dead. That was about the only thing, it seemed, he had in common with mine: He didn’t smoke or drink; he didn’t gamble; he’d great respect for his wife and for his children; he went to work everyday and gave Kate all his money, and then, when he was still only thirty-five, he died, because, as Kate said: “God takes the good when they’re young.” My father wasn’t young: he was far too old, allegedly, even for my mother.

Agnes would live for ever – she was an ogre! She was about a year younger than Anna, and one year older than me, but she was a lot wider, rounder and thicker than either of us. She loved to grab me by the hair, and pinch my arms, and then, maybe, drag me with her “friends” (they weren’t really, they just pretended to be because of their fear!) up to the pond at the back of us and duck me into it, to send me home wet and filthy, so that Kate wouldn’t let me out again for days. She did lots of other things as well.

She couldn’t bother Anna. Kate said that Anna was “for the birds.” Anna sat and looked at the walls with a smile on her face. Even if she sat in front of the television, you could come into the room, and say: “What’s on Anna?” and she’d say: “I haven’t a clue!” She wouldn’t try and bluff her way out of it, or pretend that she didn’t hear the question, she’d just say: “I haven’t a clue!” She was honest, was Anna.

If, and I say ‘if’ because you’d hardly be foolish enough if you knew her, although I have to admit that I was once or twice, and she could tell you if she wanted to because she ‘followed’ things, you asked Agnes the same question, she’d much more than likely say: ‘‘Will you shut the fuck up, I’m watching this!” or, “Get the fuck out of the room and close the bleedin’ door behind you, you stupid little bastard!”

She called me ‘a bastard’ or ‘the bastard’ when she wasn’t talking at me, all the time, even though I knew that I wasn’t. Like I said, I’d overheard the conversations.

Anna did other things apart from looking at nothing. She cooked and she cleaned (Agnes was a slob), because Kate had a job and couldn’t be at home, as she often told us, “Twenty-four hours a day.” She read and played chess, mostly on her own. I say ‘mostly’ because she showed me how to play and we had the occasional game. The occasional swift game, because her white pieces would overwhelm my black troops in next to no time. She was always white, and she always won.

It didn’t bother me though, being beaten by Anna, and she’d lend me her books. Mostly, they were girls’ schools stories at first, and, the truth is, I wasn’t too interested after that. I liked girls’ schools stories, but I wouldn’t tell anyone! Especially not my friend Jimmy Conroy. Jimmy didn’t know that I read anything other than the comics that he gave me.

Jimmy wasn’t well-off or anything, but he had older brothers, and they looked after him, so that he was able to have stuff like comics and plastic soldiers that he could lend to me, and that, when I left them alone for ten minutes, Agnes could melt in the fire. When he asked me about them, and I told him that I’d lost them, he said, “Oh!” that’s all, just “Oh!” And he never mentioned them again. Jimmy was my friend.

Another good thing about being Jimmy’s friend was that you didn’t get a lot of hassle in school. You’d get a few beatings from the teachers, of course, but other than that you were mostly left alone. It wasn’t just that he was probably bigger and stronger than nearly everyone else in our class, he was older too. He’d been “kept back” twice. Not because he was anyway stupid but, as he’d explained to me, because he just wasn’t interested. And one of his brothers was ‘Stone Mad’ Mickey Conroy, who tore around on motorbikes, and had friends with tattoos and rough-looking faces.

Jimmy was great at football and running, and any other sport that he might try too. He would have been in all the local teams, if he’d had a mind to. Not like me: I was useless, although it wasn’t that often that anyone said it to me, on account of my being Jimmy’s friend. I don’t know what it was that he saw in me!

Everyone liked Jimmy, except for Kate, and Agnes, of course. Kate didn’t like him at all, and she said that as he’d been reared in a “den of iniquity,” he could never be anything but a bad influence on me. I couldn’t have agreed less! To me, Jimmy was the only good influence I’d ever had. Without him, I’d be a complete laughing stock. I wouldn’t know how to play conkers, or marbles, or fire a “gat”: Jimmy could make great “gats” from tree branches and elastic bands, and then we’d set up bottles and shoot stones at them, although I usually missed. Also, Jimmy, to the best of my knowledge, had always lived with his family on our road, and, anyway, “den of iniquity” sounded like something religious, and Kate was usually into things religious.

Kate was so religious that she went to the church every chance she got, even when it was raining, and it wasn’t a Sunday or some saint’s birthday. We were all very religious too, because she made us go with her. The exception being when she had to go to work, and then I’d slip down to Jimmy’s, and Anna stayed at home. Agnes wouldn’t tell, because she’d have sneaked off somewhere else too.

Kate was so religious that she even had a priest call regularly to the house, to see how she was “coping,” he’d say. He was young, thin and dislikeable, and he waved his long, clammy hands at you whenever he spoke. According to Agnes, he had clammy feet as well, because, she said, she could smell them in the room after he’d left. As a rule, I didn’t go in there afterwards, but I did take her word for something, for once.

I actually saw more of him than Anna or Agnes, because even though Kate sent us all upstairs when he arrived, I was generally hauled back down again when he was leaving, so that he could confuse me by telling me how Kate was, it seemed, hobbling around with a pile of crosses on her back, and that I had, without being asked to, climbed up on top of them, as if I thought I had a right to or something, and that only for Kate having such a massive Christian, or was it a specifically Catholic, heart beating inside her, she wouldn’t be able to support them at all. It was usually stuff like that.

For my part, I think what he wanted, was for me to get off her back, and to take a few of the crosses with me, and then if I ever, although, apparently, I wouldn’t unless I did the right exercises, developed a decent pair of proper, manly shoulders, I was to lend her one to lean on. I think he wanted me to carry Anna and Agnes on the other one!

Other times, though, he went on about how I had to guard against the demons that had infested the black souls of my father and mother. Kate reckoned that it was already too late, but he reassured her by telling her that there was always hope, and reminding her of how blessed she had been to be given such a fine pair of daughters. That actually surprised me when I heard it first, because, even in the early days, I’d thought that he had Agnes figured out. I mean, it was only Anna that he smiled at if he caught them around.

Anyway, it must have been that Kate got to coping very badly, because instead of calling, maybe, about once a month, it developed to the stage where he was calling about three times weekly. Sometimes he even called when Kate wasn’t expecting him, so that she’d get really flustered, not having had the chance to fix her hair or straighten her lipstick, or whatever else it was she did before he arrived, and then we’d see his big, gangly, purple-faced, pock-marked shape outside and she’d shout at us, in a whisper, to pick this up or throw that out, oftentimes, Anna’s teen magazines, that she was reading since she was about seven, and then to clear “the fuck” out of her way.

But, thankfully, there came a time when Kate was able to relax again: He stopped calling. He’d been sent to Africa on ‘the missions’, we were told. To sort out more black souls, I supposed!

Agnes said that he’d had ‘the hots’ for Aunt Kate, but I didn’t know what that meant.

* * *

I didn’t know that Herbert was arriving until the evening before he did. I heard, or, at least, I overheard, afterwards that Kate had known for ages, but, for whatever reason, she didn’t tell us. In fact, she didn’t tell me at all! We were sitting around the table having our tea, when she said to Anna and Agnes, “Your cousin Herbert is coming to stay with us for a while.”

Now, I couldn’t say that I understood the biology involved, but I didn’t consider Herbert to be my cousin. In truth, I didn’t, at that time of my life, consider Herbert at all, he being nothing more to me than a far-off rumour. Or, if you prefer, I doubted his existence. Then Kate said “tomorrow,” and “his brother,” as if it was all my fault, spraying some jammy bread in my direction as she spoke, just in case there was any confusion, I assumed.

I wasn’t one for dramatic reactions; I hadn’t been brought up that way! I didn’t nearly fall off my chair, or molest Aunt Kate with hugs and kisses, or shout “Yahoo!” or even punch the air. I just reached for my own piece of bread and jam, and felt my face flush red.

Agnes filled the vacuum: ‘‘No way, Ma, you can’t be serious! Not him! Jenny told me he stayed up at there place for ages ... they couldn’t get rid of him! Why do you want him here, Ma?”

“He’s family,” Kate said. “And anyway,” she said, “we need the money.”

“He wont have any money,” Agnes pleaded. ‘‘Jenny told me! He just hangs around the house all day, and then prowls the streets at night. He’s a bleedin’ spacer, Ma!”

Kate, as was her way, reached over and slapped her palm across Agnes face: “I wont have that language in this house!” she bawled. “Herbert’s family and I don’t give a fuck what your cousin says, that little trollop is full of lies anyway. If it’s any of your business, and it’s not, your Uncle Jimmy is giving him a start in his yard. As long as he’s here, he’ll pay for his keep.”

But Agnes, always being too stupid to be deterred by physical pain, went on: “Jenny said the corner shop was broken into and the Guards called to their house to talk to him, and then he brought their little Tommy off one day, and all the neighbours were out looking for them because they didn’t come back till real late, and Tommy wouldn’t tell them where they’d been, and they weren’t going to ask HIM! And the dog next- door ran away, and Aunty D’s cats would jump of the chairs and starting hissing when he came in, and their grass turned yell ...”

“Stop it!” Kate screamed, “he’s coming here tomorrow, and that’s it!”

I couldn’t wait!

* * *

I couldn’t sleep. It was just like before I went back to school after the summer holidays. I lay there trying to think the thoughts that I liked to think when I went to bed at night, but they wouldn’t happen.

I couldn’t stick with anything; not wars, nor football matches, nor races that I was winning; not even, and it was my favourite one of that period, being chased by a western posse, then taking cover behind a rock on a hillside, my horse having bolted, with only a drop of water left in my canteen to protect against the broiling sun, until Jimmy came riding up to help and we fought it out together. The best I could manage, was to have Herbert, himself, arrive first, and then, single handedly, because I was plum out of bullets as well, save the day.

But even that was far from satisfying, because I had no picture of him. There I was, kneeling behind a rock, protected by an unseen entity who banished my enemies with but a sweep of his invisible six-guns. In the same way, the excitement that was keeping me awake was based on a brother who left the foot-path and the bus-seat empty beside me, as we’d head off on our adventures to be.

Agnes came cackling up the stairs, with Anna telling her to: “Sssh!” She really did cackle. ‘‘Ha, Ha, Ha’’ in anyone else’s language, was “Caw, Caw, Caw’’ in hers. Their extra hour must have passed! That gave way then to a low mumbling and tittering as they passed my door; the one advantage I had for being the sole male inhabitant. I didn’t have to stretch myself to imagine what might be amusing her: sex! With Agnes it was always sex.

Agnes’s tongue, if not yet any other part of her, was already notorious in the area. If, when she was with her “friends”, a male passed them by who wasn’t completely geriatric, deformed, or otherwise incapable, and who wasn’t somebody’s father that she knew, and that’s just giving her the benefit of the doubt, in most cases, she would, likely, shout after him: “Would ye look at the balls on yer man!’’or, “Gis a ride there Mister, will ye?” Although he never did; no one with any sense would touch Agnes!

Cocky O’ Cleary, his mother might have called him Cormac, not many were sure, didn’t have any sense. It was my Aunt Bridgit again, she of the big mouth, who broke the news to Kate. “I refuse to believe that!” came to me so strong, that it pulled me down the stairs and pressed me against the sitting-room door. “I cannot believe that!” Kate thundered again, before I got there.

‘‘But,” Bridgit was saying, “It’s true. She was seen with him, and them heading into the park!”

“No daughter of mine,” Kate swore,“would have anything to do with a drunken, lecherous idiot like him, and anyway he’s old enough to be her father.”

She was right about Cocky being a drunken idiot, and, although I wasn’t sure what lecherous meant, I knew that he followed young girls. As for his age, with his wizened face, and his grey, stubbly beard, we, Jimmy and me, that is, had put him as old as about thirty.

It was before my time, of course, but, seemingly, his mother and father had died and left him not just their house, but enough money to get drunk on as often as he wanted to, so that, as I’d heard someone say, probably Bridgit again, he could forget what he was. I think he followed young girls because older ones didn’t like him, or his suit that he’d worn for ten years, with the shirt that was black on the collar and white on the rest of it, or his talons for fingernails, or his speech impediment (or was that just the drink?), or the way he blew his nose with his fingertips, or his habit of pissing on the footpath at two o’ clock in the afternoon. I still thought, though, that he could have done better than Agnes.

Although, I’d heard Kate, and even Bridgit, who both claimed to have known him since he was a kid, say how they felt sorry for him, and that he was harmless, until he was seen near their kids, and then people like Jimmy, Bridgit’s husband, threatened to break his legs, and came close to it at least once or twice: Jimmy, and his brother Mickey, found him on the green one night, with his face covered in blood, and he clutching his broken teeth.

Truth was, the young girls were mostly frightened of him, and stayed well away, apart from Agnes, that is.” Hey, Cocky!” she’d shout at him, staggering up the street, “Do you want to see my tits?’’ or, “What’s the matter with you Cocky, are you not feelin’ yourself today? Give us a few bob and I’ll do it for you!”

But I didn’t know that she had done! And simple-minded and desperate as Cocky might be, I was shocked that he’d let her.

Kate was roaring now: “Get out of my house you carrier of filth, you creature from the gutter, you muck-raker, you gossip-monger, you snob, you slut, you chinny-faced bitch ...” You person that’s exceeding quick to leave a house when told to! Because Kate hadn’t even warmed up, when Bridgit flew passed me and out of the door with purpose, and I, having stepped back out of her way, was pulled forward by Kate who, vexed as I’d made her, kneed me so hard in the groin, that when she asked me, “What the fuck,” I was doing there, I wasn’t able to explain. Then pushed me into the wall, in a way that I thought that my nose must be broken – I was wrong, but it was a bit messy for a few days – threw me on the floor, kicked me in the stomach, and said: “If I ever catch you listening at a door again, I’ll kill you!” I lay there for a while then, listening to her shouts of ‘Aaagnes’ diminish down the street.

She didn’t kill Agnes! I was still in the bathroom pouring cold water on my face, and trying to push toilet roll up my nose, when I heard the two of them coming in. “I should never have paid any heed to that bitch of an aunt of yours,” Kate was saying, and “I was worse to believe a word of it.” And, in between times, I could hear Agnes say: “I swear Ma, I wouldn’t go near an aul fella like that!” and, “Jesus Ma, how could you even think ... ?”

Anyway, Kate and Bridgit were back together again now too, so Herbert was alright for his job with Uncle Jimmy when he arrived.

* * *

I slept a bit, then I went to school for about a month. I came home and looked at the clock at half-past three, and at twenty three minutes to four, then again two days later, at four o’clock. At half past four, he was due at five, Agnes and her crew dragged me from the house and, using their skipping ropes, tied me swiftly, but painfully, they were expert, by my wrists and ankles, backwards to the crossbars of the low garden gate. And then, just in case I might have retained any notion of dignity, or comfort, doused me with a bucketful of icy water.

My only hope was, that he would be delayed! Kate would be home around six, so Agnes would have to release me before then. Anna couldn’t help; she was doing something after school. She never said what, but I suspected that she had a boyfriend, even back then, although I still couldn’t figure out who he was.

Thankfully, we lived in a pokey cul-de-sac so, at least, I wasn’t on view to the general public. Although, that plus was also a minus: our near neighbours already being accustomed to seeing me trussed up in a variety of positions, they weren’t going to be too perturbed by my latest plight
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