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For Tomás







Down along the rocky shore 
Some make their home, 
They live on crispy pancakes 
Of yellow-tide foam; 
Some in the reeds
 Of the black mountain-lake 
With frogs for their watch-dogs, 
All night awake. 

from ‘The Fairies: A Child’s Song’ by William Allingham




Praise for Frogs for Watchdogs


‘Every so often a novel comes along that will take the reader’s breath away . . . This novel teeters between profound sadness, near-paralysing anxiety and riotous comedy . . . a masterpiece’ Irish Independent

‘Seán Farrell’s impressive debut is a very special novel’ Irish Examiner

‘It is rare to read such a convincing child’s voice, and rarer still to see the world through his eyes in such an intense, visceral way. His anxiety and his desire to protect his mother are heart-rending, his belief in the power of his imagination terrifying’ Louise Kennedy, author of Trespasses

‘An enthralling novel, and a remarkable imaginative feat – the narrative voice is wholly convincing, and utterly compelling. Seán Farrell is a magical writer, and his name is one to conjure with’ John Banville, Booker Prize-winning author of The Sea

‘A bewitching portrayal of the sweet, complicated consciousness of a young boy who lives in a kingdom of his own imagining and of his own endearing but perplexing paranoia. Wise and precise, nuanced and frank, Seán Farrell’s fiction works on several levels at once, creating pleasure, intrigue and unease’ Belinda McKeon, author of Tender

‘A beautiful novel. I feel real love for it, and a bit emotional after reading it . . . Jerry Drain is one of the most beautifully rendered fictional characters I’ve come across in a long, long time. I think this is a stunning novel and I know it’ll live long in my imagination. I’m so glad to have read it’ Donal Ryan, author of The Spinning Heart



Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Prologue

Part One

December 1988

January 1989

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

Part Two

Hallowe’en

Christmas

Spring 1990

Summer

Michaelmas






Prologue


The blinds are crunched up on top of B’s head and her face is to the glass. It is only black outside. She breathes to make the surface and I watch her finger doing loops and lines. She is joined-up writing.

Me and Mum are on the sofa that is soon time to put the sheet on for bedtime. She jigs her knee to say my cuddle is over but I go too heavy on her lap and ha she cannot move. I can stay to ask all questions like one now—what is a fortnight? 

Two weeks says Mum. She knows I am asking because of all the talk, a fortnight is not long, a fortnight is as much as is possible. A fortnight is plenty of time to find somewhere else. Mum is holding up two fingers as if I don’t know what two weeks is—we have been here for two weeks and that is a fortnight. God only knows why it is called a fortnight. 

A week is all the days one after another then is another week. Mum says go and play now while I make the bed, but it is too late to go outside and there is no climbing whatsoever in the house. We must play quietly because Diane who is the woman doesn’t like noise. Paul is the man. He has a beard and says Diane is trying to watch the television. It is a joke for just us Diane is trying to watch the television but we have to whisper. We are not staying. It is just until we find somewhere and we will find somewhere soon there is nothing to worry about.

The door opens like a shock a bit because it is just us three in the room and nobody comes ever. It is Paul the man with the beard—his eyes are looking around. He lifts his big arm and points at B with a finger. That is rude but Mum doesn’t tell him. Mum is watching. 

I’ve told her not to do that, he says in his voice that is not scary it is just an accent. B looks at him and her finger is still.

I’ll clean the windows, says Mum and is bright.

She’ll break those blinds, says Paul. He swallows something right into his mouth all beard and goes louder a bit. You can’t stay here any longer. It’s time to go tomorrow.

He is walking away. I am off Mum’s knee in a rush and she is following him.

We have nowhere to go, she says in the corridor. There is a door shut and then a long quiet afor Mum is back. Her face is well I never isn’t that something.

B is wiping all the writing from the window, with her hand holding her sleeve like it is to put your arm in the coat and hurry up come on please. I’m sorry she says and her lip is if she will cry. She never cries but only because she is older and I will not too when I am her age.


Mum gives her a hug that makes me want a hug as well so I go over to have some for me.

He was coming in to say that anyway. We’ll just have to get on with things now. They said two weeks and it’s been two weeks. That was only a coincidence.

What is a coincidence? 






Part One






December 1988

If the crows call two times I’ll kill him. But if they only call once then he lives. Crows don’t make birdsong, they speak out and if you listen hard it’s either a double or single call they end with. They’ll tell me if today is the day. When he comes his engine will be louder than the crows, but I’ll listen and I’ll know what to do.

The place to stab is in the neck straight away. I’ll land on the roof behind the cab. He won’t know I’m there, and when he climbs out, he won’t have time to look left or right afor I’m on top of him. I free one hand to take the knife from out my teeth. It’s foreign from France with a band that stops the blade folding. This is a fighting knife, and is sharp as new because I save it only for real attack. It’s not for whittling sticks or carving the spoons that Mum likes.


The crows live in the big grey chestnuts up by the gate. To get to the barn Jerry Drain has to come down past them. He has to slow nearly to a stop to turn here by the garage. His Toyota Dyna used to be a flatbed, but he built a shelter on the back of it with metal sheeting and painted it the same red to the rest. There’s melted bubbles at the joins where he’s stuck it together. It was a truck and now it’s a van so he can steal more and more of our hay. I know his tyre marks in the mud, over and over. Big curvy triangles that always give him away. When we arrived in the summer the barn was full with hay and straw but it is going down and down. Every time I come back from school, I check the barn and there’s less. He’ll empty it completely and then everything will be gone. 

The mud is dry now on my cheeks and my forehead, it cracks when I frown and when I smile. The pine sap sticks it in well, I’m the same colour to everything and all I can smell is green.

It’s always easier to see out of a tree than in, you can see but not be seen. To look out I have to move the branches a little, but I’m high up enough that no one would see me even if I put my whole head out. 

From here I can see the top of Mum’s head when she goes by with the barrow, round the frozen puddles out to  the back field. Nobody thinks to look up. Even if they did, they wouldn’t catch me. I know all of the tricks. Finn MacCool was caught when he was hiding in the tree because he was holding the branches still, and the wind was moving the other ones around him. So when the wind blows I sway a bit and move my treetop too. 

The crows will hear him afor me. They hop from place to place and nod and croak. You can see the movement of their heads, and their wings out when they land. It’s difficult to find their nests, even in the bare branches, but one is there, and another, and then they’re everywhere, knots of sticks caught. When you listen you can understand what they want. 

I count the calls. They change every time over and back—one for peace and two for death.

The last time he came I was watching and I didn’t move. I’ll get him if he comes today. I’m on just the right branch, and if the last crow calls two times I’ll jump.

The pothole clang of the Dyna. It rattles when he’s on the brakes and shakes like thunder on the straight. Jerry Drain.  The sun flashes on his windscreen and the crows all call together like shouting at once and I cannot tell how it ends. Now is all engine and the bull bar comes out from the shadows of the chestnuts—he has two fists on the wheel and his mouth down. He’s up right below me loud and the engine slows. 

I do not know to attack or not, it is the time but I do not know and then it is too late. I can’t see him anymore, but he’ll be turning, reversing in under the barn, making more to the same tyre tracks. The engine’s off now and the crows are calling. Two and two, and four and three, they’re saying kill him, kill him, but now they’re saying wait. 

I climb higher and wedge in. There’s bunches of knobs on the branches about. The death blade cuts through the little twiggy stalks of them easy. They’re like pine cones but not, they’re small and round, heavy little balls with cracks. I collect them up in my lap.

The engine starts and I stick my knife in the trunk. I grip the thin crown of the tree with one hand, and stand up. I’m right out from the top, the cold is all over me prickling through my gansey. The rest of the tree stones have fallen, but I have three or four in my fist and I fling them down at the roaring van. They all hit the top, bouncing in a spray. 

Little stones spit out behind his wheels. He’s braking, but he hasn’t even got as far as the chestnuts. He stops with a jerk, dead opposite the house. 

Was I in the wing mirror? The branches are closed above me, but the tree-top sways. I’m swinging high up in the sky though there’s no wind. I can see in above the tailgate, all is stuffed with hay. One crow call from the chestnuts, and three small and quiet in reply. I duck down and reach for my knife. My wrist is tense and strong—if the wrist bends the knife won’t go in. I open my eyes. The crows said to wait, it was not time to attack. But now it is too late. 


I hold my breath and listen. The van door opens and slams shut. The tree is nearly still. Careful, I pull down a branch.

He’s not even looking in my direction, he’s walking straight across the grass and up to the front door of the house. What on earth does he want? He doesn’t even know to go down between the sheds to the kitchen door at the end. The front door is only for patients. It’s like he’s going to ring the bell—he half reaches for the rope. We don’t ring the bell because it makes an awful noise and Mum shouts and is angry. I hope he tries it, it will be a big mistake for him. He steps back though, and forward again. The window panes upstairs rattle when he bangs the knocker down. The back of his head is the same to a clot of blood under the skin of your thumb. His nose might be touching the door his head is so forward. 

Mum won’t be happy about this. She’ll have to slide the big wooden bar into the hole in the wall and then lift it up and out. It’s heavy and awkward. The door is either open all day or it’s closed and that’s that, it’s not to be opened. Jerry Drain is standing with his elbows pointing out, his knuckles on his hips and his fingers out flat like two flaps. 

When Mum knocks on somewhere she’ll come away a few steps and turn, so when the door is opened she’ll have her back to it and only spin round at the sound. Jerry Drain doesn’t move, he doesn’t change his head or step back.

He’s waiting there a long time, but he doesn’t knock again. The door opens and it’s too far away to see the expression on Mum’s face but Jerry Drain takes a step back and one hand goes into his pocket. Mum nods her head, and nods her head again. Jerry Drain nods his head, and nods his head again, and then Mum shuts the door.

As he comes away, he’s walking slower, his head isn’t pushed out anymore, and he’s looking at the ground. He climbs into his van and drives away quietly.

These tree branches are so thick together that I can jump off the top and just fall prickly down through, every bit a soft drop until the ground. 

The sun has gone now, there’s no shadow under the trees. The whole sky is one colour of grey, the house is a lighter grey than the sky but the slates are darker. Light comes out the kitchen window onto the hedge, otherwise the wall and the cloud, the tree trunks, grass, slates, the telegraph line are all just different greys. The spaces between them are no longer there and one thing is becoming another. The crows have stopped calling and the black bars of the gate fuzz. The darkness has come so slowly that I never noticed and now it is almost here. The kitchen window is like an ember in ash. I run towards it afor the dark comes black down.

Today is gone on me already, and nothing done. There’s hardly eight decent hours in it. 

Too late to go back for another load now, be disturbing them in the dark. No light in the barn anyway. The headlights might do, but it’d be slower going, be wasting time. I’ll leave it, I’ve enough now anyway.

I shouldn’t have said anything. That was a mistake. Only ever a waste of time talking to people. But he’d have every bale gone on me. How many times have I come in and he’s climbing in on top to them, jumping off them, hiding in behind them. Split bales are as awkward, there’s the same work in one of them as ten of the others. Will I go for the barrow? As quick just gathering it up in my arms. 

I’d have just had a word in his ear only he takes off at the sight of me.

She never took her eyes from me when I was talking, no expression on her face.

 – Well I’m quite sure he’s not doing it intentionally. 

Well I’m quite sure all the shagging twine is broken, is what I might have told her. A cut-glass accent, is that what they say? You might cut glass with it alright. And the look in her eye could split you in two. 

I never saw her up close before. 

The Archers come on the wireless at five past seven o’clock. Mum and me keep watch on the kitchen clock as it comes up to seven, and then from about five to I’ll hardly look at anything else. Mum hates to miss the start but with me she never will, I make sure every time. It takes ages but it comes round to four past eventually. If Mum turns the knob on the wireless when the red second hand comes round to the twelve and the minute hand clicks forward one big tick to the five, we’ll land in the silent bit and can wait for the music to start. 

And off it goes. Mum sometimes hums along and does a jerky kind of dance around the table, with one hand held up and the other elbow out like she’s dancing with someone not there—or she’ll hold her fists held tight and squeezing as if she’s playing an accordion. I’m not to make a sound then when the talking starts—if I want to be noisy I can go out in the lane between the sheds or next door to the dining room. I can be anywhere but the kitchen.

At two minutes to seven she asks me did I shut the gate. I remember looking at it open, down through the trees after Jerry Drain had gone. 

You forgot the gate. 

But outside has changed completely, it isn’t there anymore. The window is so dark that there’s only the kitchen in it. I can see the dogs curled up in the chair with the cat, the range and the round silver of the lid that’s down, the metal spirals of the handle. And the gate is standing open in the dark. 

The rush matting on the floor is a square that goes inside itself round and round until the rope line ends in a little squiggle in the centre. 

You promised you’d do the gate. 

There’s something caught squashed in the weaving. It’s the colour of the tick we found on Rosemary’s leg. She was limping and not wagging her tail but we couldn’t find anything wrong with her paw. The pads weren’t broken and in the fur between them it wasn’t hurting her or anything. It was giving her leg a rub after, that I felt it. She had been limping because the tick was taking all the blood for God knows how long, and the limp was only getting worse. A tick bigger than my thumbnail, the same kind of ridges on it, the same colour to whatever is in the strings of the square of matting by my toe.

Go and do it quickly, before The Archers starts. Run along. 

If B was here she’d come with me. When we go for a walk we never take the same route back, because the Devil sees you on your way out and waits by the path for you to return. But B will be double figures next year, and Granny and Grandfather England are paying for the school so she had to go. She comes home only at the weekends now. She gets ten pence pocket money, we have a penny for every year so I only get seven. When I am eight I will have eight pence. All B ever does is save hers. I’ve never found her treasure box but I will.

If you don’t do what you’re told before The Archers starts you’ll be extremely sorry.

Sometimes we leave the gate open, if there’s to be patients. If I say it loudly it might be more true. 

I thought we might be having patients. 

Don’t lie to me, you know full well patients rarely come in the evening and I tell you if they do. 


I go to the window and the shapes of the bushes step forward. I can’t go out in the dark. There must be clouds in the sky, a layer of clouds that can’t be seen, because there’s no moon. There’s no light at all out there. It’s impossible to imagine the daylight in the night-time, it’s like thinking about how cold it is in the winter when it’s hot in summer, or being hungry after eating a big plate of food. One is always there behind the other, but there’s no room for both things at the same time. 

Mum puts the torch in front of me. It’s black and heavy, there’s a big square battery inside it. The battery is blue and attached by a stringy red cable.

If I start crying things will be worse. I can’t move—I know what the trees look like in the bar of torchlight. The light is what they like and a torch can be seen from miles in the dark. I know the edges, I see the things that play there, that come closer—then run when the light tries to catch them. 

I stay very still and don’t look anywhere. I can hear the clock tick and the dogs sleep-breathing. Mum sighs a loud sigh and it is I’m safe. Steps thump and there’s a whoosh of air, the front door slams shut. 

She’s not scared of anything. The door in the next room slams too. I sit at the table to wait for her to come back. It’s empty when she’s gone. 

The knife isn’t sharp, the handle and the blade are all made of one bit—stainless steel is written. I bring it close, the flashiness disappears when the metal is on the middle of my nose. I look without looking and the reflection is a grey wall. There’s little see-through worms on my eyes seeing out. We are falling, I see Mum and B and me falling in the air in front of the wall, falling but soft and never landing, the wall behind is on and on and down. I watch us fall forever.

The weight of the knife on my nose is hurting, I blink and the wall inside the knife is gone. Mum should be back by now. Why is she not back? 

If B was here now she would tell me our story. It is always exact to the same and it is like tradition which is when one thing is always as it ever was and that’s why it has to stay like that to be true.

Once upon a time, B says every time and it is smiling that all stories are the same. There was a mummy and a daddy and they had two children me and you. B points me and you and I do the pointing at her and me too but the other way. That is what keeps us safe, when it is always the same. 

The mummy came from England because she was English and the daddy was from Ireland because he was Irish. Her parents the sir and lady told her never marry an actor or an Irishman and she did both things at once and ran away in a boat across the sea with him. And it turned out that her parents were right all along because the daddy was such a good actor he could never stop acting and nothing was real for him. A rogue is a nice way to put it and he left and there was no money for the rent but she could not go back to her parents. 


I am not to ask questions during the story, I can stop B if she forgets bits but questions are not allowed. I can ask after and that is how I know what is a rogue and all of that. 

But it also turned out that the mummy’s parents were wrong all along too because without the daddy there would not have been the two most beautiful children in the world. B puts up her eyebrows at this bit and shakes her head with a dumb open mouth and I put my hands on my ears, we always do it like that. 

We travelled the land and had lots of adventures and we were free of people and free of places and were beholden to no one and belonged nowhere. I can remember that bit so it is good when the story comes true and it is with the tinkers and the bucket and the electric fence and the boy with the hooked nose and all of that. 

But it couldn’t last forever because nothing does and sometimes when you have children you have to accept that it is better to have a stable house. A stable house sounds like it is for animals and B always says that bit with an old man voice because it is funny and is why we have animals now, Rosemary and Jasmin and all the cats and the two new Jacob sheep. And that is the end of the story, it ends with—and now it is happily ever after and then some. B closes her hands to a prayer and me too and she nods with her eyes shut and I nod with my eyes shut and it is the end of everything. And then at the very very very end B says and now we are here. 

Mum is still not back. If my mouth opens I will scream maybe and the kitchen light will fill my mouth. Where is she? 

As soon as I begin to pray please God I hear quick footsteps coming. The dogs in the chair stir and settle and Mum looks down at me and I look up at her, so happy she’s back. But the fierce eyes she has are blazing and her lips are tightened over her teeth. She had sticking-out teeth when she was small and they put metal braces on them, but she never went back to the dentist. Eventually she cut the wires off herself, but by then her teeth had been pushed in a little too far. When she’s cross like this her lips almost disappear. 

And not a word of thanks. I ask you for so little, and I still end up doing it all. Who ends up doing everything? She thumps her fist into the middle of her chest, twice, three times. Me, that’s who. And can you even bring yourself to say thank you? 

I say thank you but we both know it’s too late. I meant thank you earlier but I forgot to speak anything. She closes her eyes and opens them again. 

You’re so like your fucking father. 

She doesn’t say this often so it’s a special occasion. I don’t know what he looks like, but Mum says I look the same to him. I am a handsome boy. He is not coming back and I might as well get used to it. I can only remember him putting a whole big spoon full of Rice Krispies into his mouth and thinking that one day when I was grown up, I’d be able to put a whole big spoon into my mouth. It must have been a long time ago because I have been able to fit a big spoon in my mouth for so long I can’t even remember till when. So I’m grown up enough maybe. It must have been Christmas if there was Rice Krispies.

Mum turns on the wireless and The Archers music is halfway through. She doesn’t dance today, just sits staring ahead her elbows on the table and her two hands clapped into one big fist. When she dances it makes me laugh and I can sometimes even start a laugh just thinking about it, and I do a skip instead of just walking. When you start skipping sometimes you can’t stop. But now she is sad and so am I and it is not good to think of skipping.

When her hands come apart and her face begins to move a little, I go over, lift up her arm and climb up for a cuddle. We listen to the English people talking and she holds me until the end, then she whispers that I have a bony bum and she gives me a kiss on the cheek. We haven’t even got the supper on yet and The Archers are even over.

There’s going to be soup. The mixer makes an awful noise when it’s on button 5 but I keep a finger in one ear and take the other out to put a dishtowel down on the lid over the slow side of the range. It’s just okay to sit on with the towel, and my bum and the backs of my thighs are so warm. Mum is feeding in leftover pasta to the mixer into the tube at the top, the wagon-wheel shapes, and pushing old carrots in too. 

I take my fingers out of my ears when she turns it off. It’s lovely and quiet and Mum smiles at me. Then she looks black. I’d forgotten, she says. You need to listen to me carefully. 

I’m listening carefully, but she is a long time not speaking. 

Jerry Drain was here earlier. 

I don’t say that I know, I don’t say anything. 

You’re not to go and play in the barn anymore. 

It’s our barn. I’m speaking but I can’t think how to. It’s not fair, maybe it’s him who shouldn’t be stealing all the hay and straw. 

No it’s not. The barn belongs to the Pinks, just like the Pinks own this house. It’s not ours. Jerry Drain rents the barn the same way he rents the fields at the end. He uses the hay to feed the sheep and the straw for bedding. It belongs to him and when you climb on the bales you break the twine and then it goes to waste.

The mixer is loud on again, but she’s still looking at me like there’s to be no discussion. It’s a lie. I can’t believe it.  I love playing in the barn. And the eggs, how will I look for eggs? I open and shut my mouth, and do it lots of times for Mum to see. The crunchy cheesy pasta has made a thick paste and the blades are ruggiling then they stop. 


I don’t break any of them, that’s not true. And how can I collect eggs if I can’t go in the barn? 

Mum goes to the fridge for milk, and pours it in the tube onto the soup paste. It doesn’t mix, it runs around the edge, like rain down the window but white.

I’m not saying you mean to, but when you climb on them you break them and you might not even notice. You can go for the eggs, but no climbing, no building things, no jumping off the bales. You know all the things you do. 

I’m careful, I only—

The phone rings, it’s a thrill sound from everywhere. Mum calls after me to tell me not to, but answering the phone is helpful and I’ve done it lots of times. It can be people from the Organic Association, or patients, or even news of B. She’s not allowed to phone but if she’s sick they call and Mum can go and pick her up. 

I’m so fast no one can stop me. The floorboards bump and the rug slides. It’s rung three times, and I don’t let it ring again, I take up the big black handle in the pause. The pause can be the last pause and you can be left waiting for another ring that never comes.

I say hello and wait. 

There’s just the hum to say it’s working. Someone’s breathing the other end. I say hello again, because maybe I said it too quickly the first time and they didn’t hear. A man speaks, but his voice is like it is a secret.


Do you like Zig and Zag? 

Mum is at the door, her eyes are wide. Who is it? 

I hold up a hand for her to be quiet, like she does when she’s on the phone and I’m asking who it is. I even give her the frown she gives. 

Yes. 

There’s only breathing. He doesn’t say more. It’s an odd thing to ask maybe, but I love Zig and Zag. Zag is my favourite but I like the name Zig better. So it’s difficult to choose. Mum is trying to take the phone and I step away. She’s not looking angry, she’s saying please give me the phone and I don’t know why she’d want to talk about Zig and Zag when it’s
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