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Chapter 1.
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The financial meltdown of 2008 was directly responsible for Maxi Dillon losing the love of his life - his beloved little ‘fixer-upper’ on Long Island in New York City.  When that greedy beast stepped in, it stomped indiscriminately all over the globe with its big heavy boots, trampling financial empires and monetary institutions into the ground while kicking nest eggs, college funds and retirement plans into oblivion.  ‘For Sale’ signs sprung up like some weird mutant crop in the front gardens of many homes across the land, as plywood became the new décor and padlocks, a scarce commodity.  Maxi showered more time and money on that little house than a sugar-daddy did on a bimbo.  Unfortunately, after spending all his money and countless hours working on his ‘get-rich-relatively-quick-plan’, his cash-cow fell prey to the acquisitive mechanisms of that ignoble catastrophe, and he found himself – just as he had done twenty-five-years earlier – penniless and sleeping on a friend’s couch.  But this time round, instead of the promise of adventure in a new land, he had to, somehow, find the will to survive in the cut-throat environment he knew only too well.

When he lost the house, he also lost his live-in girlfriend, Priscilla.  It’s hard to say whether or not, in the two years he’d known her, they ever had a meaningful conversation.  Admittedly, she did call all the shots in the bedroom, but their ‘discourse’ rarely evolved beyond grunts and moans.  No question, they did look well together, both tall and athletic, and when they walked by on the street, people turned their heads to wonder - what supermodel clung to which rock star?  Pricilla wallowed in the attention while Maxi, instead of being conceited, felt cursed by his good looks.  Judging by his previous relationships with beautiful women and how they usually imploded from the baneful effects of jealousy, he was beginning to doubt whether or not he would ever know what true love really meant.  But he wasn’t giving up just yet.  He thought Pricilla was different from all the rest.  He was right.  She was only interested in what she could gain financially from the relationship.  She was much like his little ‘fixer-upper’... always on the take.  

Ironically, Maxi worked as a contractor, building and remodelling the high-end homes for those very same Wall Street brokers and hedge-fund managers who caused the financial shit-storm in the first place.  When the construction industry practically vaporized after the crash, his income took a decisive hit.  The instant Pricilla’s cocaine supply was interrupted, she vaporized as well.  The only real casualty from their break-up was Maxi’s libido.

What pushed the whole kit and caboodle over the edge for Maxi was another life-changing crash, all the way across the pond in Ireland.  Nora Dillon, Maxi’s mom, was fast approaching eighty years old and without a care in the world until, somehow, she found herself driving down the highway, on the wrong side of the road with the oncoming traffic flashing their lights and waving furtively to alert her of the danger.  Of course, she was oblivious and waved back.  All that concerned her was... how come so many people knew her, so many miles away from home?  She put it down to her celebrity status as a ‘scratch’ golfer in her day and continued on her way.  She may only have suffered a broken wrist in that collision, but her most valuable asset – her independence – was stolen from her that day.  With her confidence on the fritz, everyday living became an uphill battle.  

Maxi did a quick take on his current circumstance and, with no foreseeable improvements in his immediate future, decided to return home to Ireland to care for his ailing mom.  His decision to do so didn’t come without its fair share of trepidation.  Nora Dillon was a headstrong woman who was set like concrete in her ways.  He knew his party animal persona would have to take a sabbatical and his mindset, a major overhaul.  He couldn’t believe he was contemplating swapping out the city that never sleeps for a sleepy town in Ireland where nine a.m. was time enough for the early bird to catch the worm.  His mother needed his assistance, and that’s all that mattered.  He decided he’d dust himself off in Ireland, and after his mother was able to fend for herself, return, invigorated to claim his rightful slice of the American pie.  

He was assigned a window seat, 35C, on Aerlingus flight 109E from JFK airport in New York bound for Dublin, Ireland.  He would have preferred an aisle seat. That way he could stretch out those long legs of his.  He was terrified of flying, or maybe it was crashing that gave him the heebie-jeebies.  Besides feeling uncomfortable sitting next to a window, he didn’t need to be reminded for six solid hours that his ass dangled in the clouds.  To combat his fear, he had already mustered up some Dutch courage in the airport bar.  He alternated between Guinness and whiskey for the best part of two hours.  His last swallow of whiskey, washed down one hundred mgs of Oxycodone, a prescription pain-killer that he purchased earlier in the week from ‘Hairpin’ Joe - his bipolar drug dealer - who had an anxiety attack every time he did a deal.  If Maxi’s calculations were correct, he’d be taking off along with the plane, except he was logged in at a much higher altitude.

As the last of the stragglers struggled to cram their carry-ons into the overcrowded overhead bins, a Roman Catholic priest, in all his regalia, made his presence felt at the top of the aisle. He seemed incognizant of the disgust shared by most of the seated passengers as he went about scanning the illuminated seat numbers on the overhead console in search of a match to the one on his boarding pass.  Maxi christened him Fr. Tool on the spot.

‘Oh, please God,’ he prayed to the heavens above and to any other deity that happened to be tuned in on his frequency, ‘...don’t have Fr. Tool sit next to me.’  

And with that unanswered prayer, the priest, who blatantly flaunted his affiliation as a ‘man of the cloth’, buckled up next to him in 35B.  Thankfully Maxi was an avid reader, and if books were guns, the speed with which he drew his from the seat pocket in front would have astonished any gunslinger.  He immersed himself headfirst into Misery by Stephan King.  As the pilots were doing their check-list in the cockpit, Maxi was doing his on the sanity of the crucifix wielding maniac to his left.

Is this guy so out-of-touch with mainstream, he didn’t get the pedo memo?  

Does this predator think he can prowl, in pursuit of prey in broad daylight, uncontested?  

Maybe it’s ‘suicide by priest’.  Similar to ‘suicide by cop’ except, the layman is expected to pull the trigger.

The numbing effects of the booze and the soothing influence of the drugs soon began to clash into one another.  His mind right then was not in the proper state to even attempt simple deductions, let alone conduct the mind-boggling mental deliberations that this quandary proposed.  He had shut the mains to his brains which is basically what he always did on aeroplanes.  The only option available to him was to remain cocooned within his book for the entire duration of the flight.

‘I’m not a real priest,’ 35B whispered.

Maxi barely heard the remark from behind his book.  He froze.  ‘What de fuck?’ 

‘Seriously, I’m not,’ 35B qualified.

‘Seriously?’  Maxi responded, stealing a peep over his book.  

‘Seriously,’ Fr. Tool echoed.

‘Well, then what de fuck are ye?’  

‘Relax, I’m in fancy dress.’

‘Fancy dress in May?  Here’s the news, that party’s going south when you show up.’

‘It’s not really a party, as such.  I’m going to a friend’s wedding.  He hasn’t seen me in a while, so when he gets a load of this get-up, he’ll freak.’

‘Him and every altar boy within an ass’s roar.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Seriously?’  

Maxi turned away in disbelief and hid behind his book.  Maybe, he thought, the hopeless case beside him might take the time in the future to deliberate more selectively over his choice of costume.  Already, a stark reminder that the island of Saints and Scholars - like New York City - had its own contingent of demons lurking in the shadows, and he... still sat on the runway at JFK. 

Maxi was well aware that he would have to shed his ‘Yankee’ skin like a snake if he wanted to assimilate seamlessly back into Irish society.  The Paddies, who didn’t jump ship when the economy cracked her starboard bow all those years ago, would still bear a grudge.  He had to be very careful to discard all American colloquialisms in exchange for the native vernacular.  A slip of the tongue, like referring to ‘garbage’ rather than rubbish, would raise the alarm and he’d be ostracized on the spot.  Thank God he didn’t acquire an American accent.  That would be equivalent to him having a ‘bullseye’ tattoo on his forehead with the caption; ‘Punch me quick, I’m such a dick.’  

He arrived in Dublin airport on a miserable Sunday morning in early May.  As he savoured that long anticipated cigarette outside Terminal A, the reality of his decision to vacate New York and return home began to take root.  The first thing that struck him was the shitty weather.  As he took a deep drag of his cigarette, he had to squint his eyes to partake in the memory of a recent barbeque on Long Island - the sun was so bright.  He began to well-up with feelings of remorse, knowing that from then on, the sun would only be a distant memory.  Out of nowhere, a gust of wind in cahoots with the rain soaked his jeans like the spray from a speeding car hitting a roadside puddle.  It even quenched his cigarette.  It was as if Mother Nature herself felt obligated to certify his misgivings, up close and personal.  An elderly couple waiting with their bags under a bus stop canopy witnessed the dousing.  Maxi looked to them for a little sympathy but got none.  

‘You should know better than to stand there,’ he could lip-read the gist of the husband’s remark, ‘fucking foreigner.’  

Maxi grabbed his suitcase and retreated back towards the shelter of the building.  

‘Too little, too late,’ he saw the wife say. 

He lit another cigarette and turned his back on the opinionated couple.  Next thing ye know, this angry looking Jack Russell came trotting across the car park, through the taxi rank, and right up to Maxi and his bag.  He braced himself.  He knew there was no way to mask his traitorous scent.  It stopped to sniff Maxi’s shoes and, after careful deliberation, his suitcase.  Once the sniffing concluded, it raised its little hind leg and hosed down his bag with a quantity of piss that far exceeded the amount expected of such a small animal.  A Jack Russell with the bladder of a stallion!  It looked up at Maxi for, who knows?  Approval?  Maxi couldn’t maintain the stare.  He looked away in shame.  Since he was already soaked to the skin from the rain, he got a piss-pass from the mutt.  Job done, it trotted off back the way it came.  That dog was the ‘spokesperson’ for all the mutts whose masters abandoned them all those years ago to find work in America.  Maxi felt slighted.  He never owned a dog.

He took a taxi to Symphony Station and boarded the 11 a.m. train bound for Ballydecuddle.  He found himself a window seat and settled in for the two-hour journey with the lashing rain, his traveling companion.  The carriage he selected was almost empty, leaving him alone to stew with his thoughts.  Once the train broke free from the confines of the city, a verdant panorama with its patchwork quilt of green fields and lush meadows presented itself in the rain-drenched window for his perusal.  This was a well-nourished landscape, and it certainly had no qualms strutting its stuff.  He had forgotten how green, green could be.  For the first time in his life, he could appreciate all the hype over the forty shades of green and how it was no wonder the American tourists - especially the ones from the inner cities - went googly-eyed when faced with such spectacular scenery.

He could feel the rhythmic pulse of the train underfoot as another tidy little town passed across the glass.  As his journey progressed, the benefits of living in Ireland began to make themselves known.  He saw children playing outside in the rain, with no sign of an adult in the vicinity.  A different world to the one he left.  Kids playing outside in New York City was a rare occurrence but unchaperoned, an absolute no-no.

He felt strange sitting comfortably on the train.  He was used to being jampacked into an already overcrowded subway car among other contorted commuters, as he made his way to and from work in New York City.  The Transit Authority even had people on their roster whose only job requirement was to squash commuters - during rush hour - into the already overcrowded subway cars.  He recalled, besides his personal space being violated with him being squashed cheek-to-cheek to total strangers, how he was forced to endure the miasma of noxious effusions that pervaded the air from body odours to emissions of ethnic cuisine from every orifice specific to man.  Yesterday’s burritos or garlic riddled koftas tested the commuter’s resolve.  One had to ‘man up’ not to puke when such foul fetor pervaded the subway car.  Of course, Maxi could retaliate with his own Celtic pong - the ultimate olfactory grenade - none other than the knee-buckling Guinness fart.

Maxi was whipped from his reverie by the noisy entrance of the ticket inspector, who slammed the carriage door behind him like he just had a row with his missus.  ‘Why are those doors that connect train carriages still being designed by meat locker engineers?’ he wondered.  The inspector started to work his way slowly down the aisle, using the high-backed seats as leverage to keep as much weight off his arthritic knees as possible.  

How did Maxi know the ticket inspector had trouble with his knees? That he was an insomniac?  That his missus left him for a younger man?  That his son was a heroin addict and his daughter a whore?  Because he spent 10 minutes of his life feigning interest, as Eugene - the ticket inspector - rattled off his miserable life’s story like the Greek playwright Euripides – a man who encouraged his audience to participate in his works.  Once he was done reciting his autobiography, he looked to Maxi to hear his. 

With Eugene, there was no, ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.’  He went straight into the inquisition. 

‘So where are you coming from?’  he inquired with a big smile on his face as if they were old friends playing catch-up.  He brandished Maxi’s ticket in his face to evoke a response.  Both men knew the importance of that ticket.  Without it, Maxi couldn’t pass through the turnstile in Ballydecuddle.   He would be forced to pay the fare a second time.  His ticket had become a bargaining chip and diplomacy, the dictator of discourse.  

‘The States,’ Maxi replied, refusing to embellish.  He figured his mono-syllabic response would be a good indicator that he wasn’t taking the bait, and hopefully, the annoying little man would return his ticket and mosey on his way.

‘I see,’ Eugene retorted.  ‘That’s the way it’s going to be.’  There was a noticeable pause while he re-evaluated the situation.  He looked like he was physically changing gears in order to climb an obstinate hill.  

‘The States,’ he repeated.  ‘There’s a lot of them States,’ he stated, ‘in them there, United States of America.’  He had to pause to catch his breath.  ‘Which one applies to you?’  

‘New York,’ Maxi responded, staring straight ahead, his imagination setting the scene, as a lone light bulb swayed to-and-fro above his head and with blood dripping from his torn lip onto his ripped shirt as he slumped forward in a chair, his restraints keeping him from falling to the floor.  

‘If you can make it there, you’ll make it anywhere in old New York,’ Eugene sang poorly.  No surprise there; the man did nothing well, according to his autobiography.

‘How long were you there?’

‘One week.’

‘Wrong answer,’ Eugene replied like an agitated game show host.  ‘Skin don’t turn golden brown like that in a week.’ He pointed at Maxi’s face with the much-coveted ticket.    ‘No sir-e, it takes years of exposure for skin to tan like that.’  He leaned in to get a closer look at Maxi’s face.  ‘So, let me rephrase the question.  When did you leave Ireland?’

‘Twenty-five years ago,’ Maxi relented.  It seemed there was no fooling Sherlock. 

‘What’s the purpose of your visit?’  he asked, suddenly assuming the tone of a Customs officer.  His railroad jacket did have epaulettes and an achievement patch of sorts stitched to the sleeve, right next to his broken heart, so maybe he felt empowered by his uniform.  Whatever came over him, he was making Maxi work for that ticket.  

‘I’m just here for a visit,’ Maxi replied.  Busybodies like this ‘Wehrmacht SS’ wannabe reminded him why he left Ireland in the first place.  The only thing that functioned correctly in that man’s whole anatomy was his curiosity, and like his son’s heroin addiction, it craved instant gratification.

‘Not with a big bag like that, you’re not.’  He spun the ticket punching tool that he had hooked in his middle finger, and it spun round and round in his sweaty hand like a mini propeller until he decided he had twirled enough to impress.  

‘All right already.  I’m here to take care of my mother,’ Maxi confessed.  ‘She’s not well.  Are ye happy now?’ 

‘See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?’  Himmler clicked his heels and returned Maxi’s ticket.  He moved on through the carriage like an orangutan swinging from seat to seat in search of his next victim while his autobiography rewound in his empty head.  
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Up to that juncture in time, Maxi never once contemplated the notion of death or indeed any of its arresting ramifications.  He was too busy being a party animal to notice.  To support that declaration, he had a tattoo of a raging bull charging through an assortment of colourful balloons on his right shoulder, with several of them escaping over his collar bone and onto his upper chest.  From the moment he arrived home, Nora Dillon - his mother - being the self-appointed liaison for all things dead and dying, forced him to begin viewing life through her own murky lens.  In no time, she knocked the pep out of his step and the gusto out of his day.  As he desperately tried to acclimate to her saturnine temperament, he contemplated getting the ‘grim reaper’ tattooed on his other shoulder, to help counterbalance that awful, morbid mood his mother was always in.   

‘Good morning, Mother.’ 

Maxi would cheerfully greet his mom at the breakfast table, and her response every morning would be, 

‘I’m dying... what’s good about it?’ 

Almost overnight, he began to see life through the eyes of a cadaver.  He became preoccupied with the futility of man’s existence.  When a bus full of school children passed him by on the road, all he saw were dead bodies in their nice, neat uniforms heading straight to the cemetery - via the schoolyard.  He saw young lovers on park benches as entangled skeletons, a mishmash of entwined bones, their empty skulls alluding to love with no beat from no heart.  He wondered why young corpses in business suits rushed about to catch trains and planes when their only destination was the grave.  He was fascinated by dead dogs chasing dead cats.  He shivered in the shadow of dead trees, no longer comforted by the warmth of a living sun.  He figured, why delay? Press fast forward and be done with it!

Once Nora ate breakfast, the monotonous routine of staying alive ensued.  Conservation of energy was vital to her, the least amount of exertion for maximum gain.  She exploited Maxi’s assistance beyond all reason.  

‘Maxi, get me this...’ 

‘Maxi, get me that...’  

He had no idea when he signed on to be her carer how physically and mentally demanding the job would prove to be.  He had to basically take charge of the controls that operated his dear old mother’s broken carcass and, much like a puppeteer, manipulate her through the day.  He had to assist in all bodily functions much as you would a new-born baby, the only difference being, his eighty-year-old mother had a tongue on her like a South Bronx rapper and would lash out obscenities, en masse, with little or no provocation.  The only time she was civil was when Father Jim - the parish priest who was her ticket into the Afterlife - or her ‘la-di-da’ golfing friends - came to visit.  She would immediately fabricate this alien tone with exaggerated pronunciations and inflections and orchestrate this synthetic language to smoke screen her country origins.  Words were elongated and stretched to the breaking point.  Precise titters replaced her country guffaws.  Feigned interest sprinkled with lashings of insincerity shielded her apathy and disdain.  The instant the visitors left, the masquerade concluded, and she returned to being her nasty old self.  

Doctors, psychiatrists, mental health nurses, social workers, and the Polish cleaning lady were the new contingent of people besides her friends that Nora interacted with on a daily basis.  They got to witness her true colours, vividly.  Anyone she deemed below her, she treated with the utmost contempt.  ‘Where do you think you’re going at this hour of the day, missy?’  she spat at Helga, the Polish cleaning lady who had to explain why she was leaving fifteen minutes early even though Nora was aware of her arrival, fifteen minutes before the hour.  She didn’t even have the decency to ever call the young woman by her name.  The irony of the situation was that Helga was studying for her master’s in physics while Nora didn’t even sit her ‘Leaving Cert’ exam.  Maxi was aware of his mother’s hypocrisy, but in his twenty-five-year absence, it had acquired a ferocity that made him cringe, forcing him to stomp out the many fires her blazing tongue would ignite, prefacing each episode with an excuse:

‘She’s old and cranky.’  

‘She doesn’t mean what she says.’  

Maxi’s social circle was identical by association.  He did have a few close friends that he maintained in his absence, whose company provided him with a respite from the drudgery of Nora’s bad humour and the sterility of healthcare professionals.  Once he got Nora to bed at precisely nine p.m. and after filling her full of pills - one of which put her in a coma for eight blissful hours - only then did he get some semblance of his life back.  One good thing about caring for Nora, he didn’t have time to think or, more importantly... mope.  

With each passing day, Maxi could see a discernible deterioration in his mother’s physical condition.  It was quite apparent that climbing the stairs, even with his assistance, was becoming more and more precarious.  He decided to convert the dining room into a bedroom and fix up the downstairs bathroom so Nora could be self-contained on the ground floor and thus render the stairs redundant.  This decision was met initially with some face-saving resistance but silently appreciated, once initiated.  

Doom and gloom had by now successfully staged a ‘coup d’état’ throughout the entire ground floor.  Anyone in search of ‘warm ‘n fuzzy’ had better vamoose.  Only miserable people with a morbid outlook on life were encouraged to step up to the welcome mat.  All this time, Maxi had remained somewhat complacent, allowing that black cloud to reign.  He made several feeble attempts to fumigate the macabre atmosphere that pervaded, but like humidity in a Bayou swamp, it seemed like it was there to stay.  

‘Guess who’s dead?’  Niamh Conway asked Nora, who was nodding in and out of sleep by the open fire in the living room.  She had just celebrated her ninety-fourth birthday, and she loved playing this morose game, especially when she knew all the answers.  While the remote control for the T.V. baffled Nora, Niamh was intrigued by technology.  She had the latest I-phone and even had her own Facebook account.  She downloaded music on her laptop, which she was never without, and she lived on the website for the dead - RIP.ie.  She knew who was dead even before the ‘stiff’ did.  

‘Mary O’Shea,’ Nora guessed.

‘Not yet.  Try again.’

‘Clair Dowling.’

‘Jesus Nora, she’s only a young one in her early eighties.’

‘Tommy McCarty.’

‘He’s dead years ago.  Ah, you’re not concentrating,’ Niamh conceded.  ‘Peggy Maloney, that’s who.’  

‘What happened?’  Nora was suddenly ‘all-ears.’ 

‘She dropped dead yesterday at three o’clock in the afternoon while she was standing in line at the supermarket - you know the one she goes to over on Dean Street?  Anyway, just as she reached into her bag to pay for her groceries, she hit the deck.  Lights out.  Game over.  Hasta la vista, baby.’

‘About time that old bitch kicked the bucket,’ Nora snarled.

‘Why, what did she ever do to you?’

‘She wrote me up on my score card for double tapping the ball on the eighteenth hole in Trumpet Valley golf links in 1986.  I lost the President’s prize, an all-inclusive three night stay in some castle on the west coast, by one shot, because of that bitch.’

‘Well Nora, shame the devil, did ye double tap?’

‘Of course,’ Nora admitted without any hesitation.  ‘But the bitch could have turned a blind eye and no one would have been any the wiser!’

‘Now, now, Mother,’ Maxi interrupted.  ‘It’s not right to be talking about the dead like that.  Do ye two not know any other games to play besides this one?’

‘We could play,’ Niamh suggested.  ‘Guess who’s going to die within the next three months!’  

‘No, no, no, that’s it.’ Maxi shook his head. ‘No more morbid guessing games allowed from here on in.  This house is depressing enough.  From now on, we are going to have proper discussions and debates about,’ he searched for topics, ‘... the meaning of life, truth, justice and honour.  Let’s get philosophical.  Let’s think like Aristotle, Sartre and Heidegger.  Let’s throw out our preconceived ideas and start all over with a brand-new perspective where knowledge is deduced from a logical sequence of events, where conclusions are iron clad and immune to cross-examination.  In other words, we are going to do as Descartes did and doubt our own existence.  Let’s start with Cogito ergo sum, I think therefore I am.’

‘Maxi studied Philosophy in College,’ Nora bragged to Niamh.

‘Oh really.’  Niamh sat upright in her chair.  ‘It’s fascinating stuff, all that thinking.’  

‘I agree,’ Nora replied.  ‘I think we should start thinking about things.  We don’t have that much time left.’ 

‘Speak for yourself,’ Niamh replied, folding her arms defiantly.

‘Well Niamh, how long do you think you’re going to be around?  You just turned ninety-four for feck sake!’ Nora jeered.

‘It’s only a number, Nora.’

‘Fair enough, Niamh, but numbers add up, and one of these days, yours will be up.’

‘Right, girls, enough,’ Maxi interrupted.  ‘You seem to turn every conversation deadly.  Let’s get away from the grave for a spell, shall we?  Come to think of it, we can start by discussing the impact numbers have on our everyday lives.  Did ye know that the Australian Aborigines never came up with a method of counting?  No actual numbers.  Do you think,’ Maxi inquired, leaning in to stoke the fire with the poker, ‘you would be able to manage your day without numbers?’  

‘It would be very difficult to call up the ‘chipper’ on the phone and order three sausage suppers without numbers,’ Niamh remarked.  

‘Sure, you wouldn’t even be able to dial the phone without the numbers,’ Nora said, getting involved.  ‘You would have to physically go down to the chipper and figure out some way of telling the man behind the counter that you wanted three sausage suppers without using numbers.’

‘Yes, Mother, now you’re thinking along the right lines.’  Maxi smiled to himself as he realised the potential of this thought provoking ‘game’ he had just improvised. 

‘You could stick three fingers up in the air at the counter,’ Niamh suggested.  

‘But...’ Nora tried to interrupt.

‘Hold on,’ Niamh reacted.  ‘I’m not finished.  When you have your man’s attention,’ she continued, ‘you shout sausage suppers and at the same time, you point with your other hand at your three raised fingers.  

‘The man can’t count,’ Nora barked, her competitiveness beginning to egg her on. 

Niamh felt the concussion from Nora’s remark and it sent her back in her chair.  She realised she hadn’t given her proposal enough thought.  She knew now to dig deep for her next remark.

‘Here’s how you do it,’ Nora said as she sat as far forward on her seat as possible.  ‘You ask the man for a sausage supper, right?’  Niamh and Maxi nodded their agreement.  ‘Once he gives it to you, you ask him for another one, and when he gives you that one, you ask him one last time for another one.  He’s bound to be pissed off, but now you have your three sausage suppers.’  Nora sat back in her chair, pleased with her analytical approach to the proposed hypothesis.

‘That’s good, Mother,’ Maxi acknowledged, ‘but how do you pay for the sausage suppers?’

‘You wouldn’t have to pay for them because nobody would be able to count the money.’  Niamh laughed.

Nora frowned at her.  She wasn’t happy with Niamh’s light-hearted approach to serious questions that required careful deliberation.  

‘I’m afraid, Niamh,’ Maxi butted in.  ‘As you are well aware, you get nothing for nothing in this world.’

‘So how did the Aborigines get by without numbers?’  Niamh inquired.  ‘How did they know how many people were coming to dinner?  How many kangaroos to kill?  How much moonshine to make?’ She threw her arms up in despair.

‘Moonshine?’  Nora made a face.

‘Even the Abo has to have a way to wind down after a hard day in the bush.’  Niamh chuckled.

‘It’s impossible,’ Nora exclaimed, ‘to imagine a world without numbers.’  

‘Nothing is impossible,’ Maxi countered, ‘all we have to do is flex our brains in this mental gymnasium we have just created and let our thoughts and feelings run rampant.’  

‘I was never a gym babe,’ Niamh sniggered as she struck the pose of a bodybuilder by flexing her skinny little arms.  ‘What do you make of these guns, Nora?’

‘I’ve seen more muscles on a knitting needle,’ Nora sneered.

‘I suspect,’ Maxi continued, oblivious to their little aside.  ‘The Aborigines must have had some other way to denote quantity.  They probably used symbols.  For instance, they may have used a stone to represent a person.  So, when the cook wanted to know how many people were coming to dinner, the Abo maître d’ would dump a bag of stones in the sand.  Since each stone represented a person, she knew by looking at the pile to hack up at least two kangaroos to feed that lot.’  

‘Stones for adults and pebbles for kids!’  Niamh joked.

‘Yabadabadoo, Wilma,’ Nora mocked.

‘Just imagine,’ said Nora as she began to appreciate the inherent humour in their discussion. ‘If Gucci or Armani showed up for dinner and started to discuss their latest spring collections with a man who wears a koala-bear hide to cover his lizard?’ 

‘Oh my God, Nora, did you just call his thing - a lizard?’  Niamh roared, laughing.  

Maxi’s phone rang.  He excused himself and headed to the kitchen to take the call.  A man introduced himself as Rory McGregor, the mental health nurse assigned to evaluate Nora’s cognitive awareness.  Fair dues to this highlander from Scotland who fought tooth and nail on the phone to get his message across.  His thick, guttural accent made him sound like he had his head in a bucket of water while his pitch ricocheted between soprano shrieks and baritone barks.  Maxi had to devote all his cognitive capabilities to decipher the purpose of the call.  It turned out Rory McGregor needed to make an appointment to see Nora the following Friday at two o’clock.  Both men were physically exhausted by the conclusion of the call.  

Maxi returned to the living room and was pleasantly surprised to see that Nora and her friend were ensconced in a mathematical debate that had gravitated towards Fibonacci and his ‘golden ratio.’  They accumulated their vast wealth of knowledge from the likes of ‘Google’ and the ‘Discovery channel’ and were excited to be suddenly sharing their ‘know-how’ with each other.  When Maxi realised how keen they were to continue debating - even in his absence - he knew he was on to something.  

He decided there and then to present a structured philosophical debate with an evocative title and start time for Nora and her friends to partake in the following day.  If it was a success, and he couldn’t see why not, he figured these debates could continue on a regular basis.  He would need to put a notification each day in the front window to drum up interest in these debates.  Once the word got around that Plato, Heidegger, Descartes, and even Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby were all hanging out in Nora Dillon’s front living room, he was hopeful for a dramatic mood swing in the house.  

He retreated to his back office to draw up the following day’s debate.  On an A4 sheet of white paper, he wrote with a black marker:

Welcome to the 11 o’clock debate.

Is there such a thing as a Universal Generalisation?

Tea and sandwiches during the break.

Donations kindly accepted.
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Chapter 3.
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Maxi Dillon’s homecoming incited a tongue-wagging frenzy.  Nowhere was this more evident than in Gretchen’s beauty salon, located on the corner of Bugle and Main in Ballydecuddle.  This was the ‘go-to’ place in the small town where women of all ages congregated - not only to be pampered and bombarded with fallacious compliments on their beauty - but also to catch up on the latest gossip.  They were like wildebeest at the watering hole, shaking their bangs and swishing their tails.  There were no flies on this lot.  Each arrived with what they hoped was a snippet of showstopping hearsay that would afford them an ingot of time to bask in the limelight with their audience agape.  The reputations of upstanding members of the community would be celebrated or obliterated, pending solely on the credibility of the gossip at hand.  Much as Gretchen’s salon professed to be all about beauty and glamour, it was basically a slaughter yard where rumours with dorsal fins gorged on innocent souls.  

‘Some say Maxi Dillon is on the run from the law after a crime spree in America,’ the hairstylist with the half-shaven head remarked.  ‘Now he’s back home, to lay low and go on the... what’s the word?’  She tapped her client on the shoulder with her curling tongs to solicit the answer.

‘The lamb,’ the woman in the chair - with thin foil in her hair – replied.  

‘That’s it,’ the half-shaven head responded.  ‘The lamb.  He’s home to go on the lamb.’  She tapped again with the tongs to demonstrate her gratitude for filling in the blank.

‘I heard he’s planning to rob a load of banks,’ the same young lady - soon to be cooked in the chair - followed up.  ‘Isn’t that what got his old man put away?’  

‘His father didn’t rob a load of banks,’ Gretchen objected.  She was the owner of the salon and never strayed beyond arm’s reach of the cash register.  ‘He embezzled money from the bank he worked at, is all.  White-collar crime sounds more eloquent, don’t you think?’

‘Still sounds like he robbed a bank to me,’ the half-shaven head responded, and the salon erupted in laughter.

‘Some say he deliberately set himself up to get caught,’ Gretchen announced, regaining the podium, ‘so he could spend some quality time in prison, away from that bitch of a wife of his.’  Her confabulation of events did seem plausible when Nora Dillon’s eccentricities were taken into consideration.

‘What’s that they say about the apple and the tree?’  the middle-aged woman in the adjacent chair postulated.

‘Maxi Dillon is not at all like his father,’ the half shaven-head insisted.  ‘He’s one handsome son of a bitch.  I’d eat chips out of his y-fronts, that’s how hot.’

Ella Hickey, even though she wasn’t an active participant in the conversation, let out a soft sigh when Maxi’s name was mentioned.  Her manicurist heard the sigh and felt the accompanying twitch that was relayed to her through one of Ella’s long fingers.  That soft sigh, coupled with that particular twitch in that manner, meant only one thing - sexual arousal.  The manicurist stole a peek at Ella’s chest and got the confirmation she needed.  Ella’s nipples were like bullet casings poking through her t-shirt.  If asked, Ella would have had a hard time pinpointing the last time she had sexual intercourse with her husband.  It was certainly over a decade ago, so little things had a tendency to really turn her on.  The manicurist, who was a recent blow-in from Ukraine, had no idea who Maxi Dillon was, but she knew by Ella’s reaction, a second order of y-front chips would not go astray.  Her occupational touch changed momentarily to a caress, and both women coughed together in a show of solidarity.  

‘I’d say he’s a drug dealer,’ Gretchen suggested.  ‘Wasn’t he caught smoking marijuana when he was only fifteen years old?’  

‘He was sixteen,’ Ella blurted out in Maxi’s defence, ‘and no marijuana was found on his person.’  

Every head in the place turned to study the freedom fighter by the front window.  The manicurist, who held the Bolshevik’s hand, was the only one to avert her stare.  

Ella took a deep breath.  ‘If you must know, Maxi Dillon is home to care for his mom.  Nothing more, nothing less.’

The whole salon responded in a communal bombinate that resonated their collective disdain with having to pull the plug on that particular vein of gossip... at least, until Maxi Dillon’s spoilsport ally left the premises.  In the meantime, the half-shaven head was obliged to select some other poor local bastard to act as a temporary target for their defamatory befouling.  They waited patiently like hungry hyenas, orbiting the carcass, until, at last, Ella left the salon.

‘Wow,’ the half-shaven head exclaimed.  ‘Didn’t see that coming.’ 

‘Who’s she?’ the young woman in the chair, with squares of thin foil ravioli in her hair, inquired. 

‘That’s Ella Hickey,’ said the half-shaven head, pointing with her curling tongs at the front door.  ‘She’s married to that drunken bastard, Jasper Hickey.  Herself and that hunk Maxi grew up on the same road, but I didn’t think they knew each other that well.’

‘I think,’ the manicurist butted in, seeing an opportunity to be one of the girls, ‘da lady like to know da Maxi guy... much, more better.’

‘No shit,’ the half-shaven head replied, ‘Who wouldn’t?  I’d let that Maxi guy - much more better me - anytime.’ 

Ella drove her minivan to the supermarket to do some grocery shopping.  As she was weighing up which head of broccoli to buy, someone behind her deliberately crashed their shopping cart into hers.   She turned to berate the offender only to see Maxi Dillon standing there with a big grin on his face.

‘So, the rumours are true,’ she said, spreading her arms open wide to give him a big hug. ‘Welcome home.’

‘Thanks Ella,’ he said as he held her in his arms.  ‘That’s more of a welcome than I got from my mother.’

‘So, how are you settling in?’  Ella asked, still cupping a head of broccoli, like the scales of justice in each hand.

‘It’s early days, but already I know it’s going to take some getting used to.’  

‘Take it day by day,’ she advised.  ‘It’ll all work out for the better.’  She knew she was lying... Judging by the way her own life was playing out, any advice from her was to be disregarded immediately.

‘How’s Jasper?’ Maxi asked.

‘The same annoying, fat bastard he was the last time you were home.’

‘You know what,’ Maxi said.  ‘It’s time for you two guys to part ways.  Ella... you need to get a life.’

‘What can I do?’ She sighed.  ‘If we got divorced, who’ll take care of him?’  

‘You quit that Zumba dancing job you loved so much all those years ago so you could be home to care for him,’ he said, reaching out with both arms to hold her by the shoulders. ‘And does he ever show you any gratitude?  No.  All you get is abuse from him.’

‘The problem is.’ She paused for a moment to get her answer straight.  ‘He’s too young to be admitted into a nursing home, and he’s not mental enough for the asylum.  So, I’m stuck with him.’

‘I don’t know,’ Maxi sighed.  ‘It’s not right.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Looks like I’m in for a taste of your medicine with my mother,’ he said, attempting to steer the conversation away from her flagrant distress.  

‘Nora will be a walk in the park in comparison to my Jasper,’ she promised.  ‘So, thank your lucky stars.  Oh, by the way, nobody believes you’re home to mind your mother,’ she blurted.  She didn’t know where that remark came from, but it was out there now, so she’d deal with it.  

‘No shock there,’ he said as he tossed a bag of potatoes into his cart.  ‘What are they all saying?’

‘They think you’re this big international drug smuggler who’s going to have every kid in kindergarten pushing drugs for you.’  She chuckled.

‘Wow, I’m flattered,’ he said, smiling back at her.

‘Some think you’re home to rob a bank like your old man,’ she said in a way, more inclined as a question than a remark.  

‘I’m not surprised.’ 

‘I honestly thought you’d be upset,’ she replied, and she kicked the wheel of her cart in frustration.  She wanted answers.  She wasn’t getting them.  She, too, had her suspicions.

‘I’m not exactly jumping up and down with joy, but because I’ve always been painted with the same brush as my fucked-up father, I can’t say I blame them for thinking that way. However, I am pissed off over that fucking wimp Cillian Mulcahy and the little encounter I had with him in the gym the other day.’  

‘Cillian Mulcahy?’  she said, shrugging her shoulders.

‘Yeah... the butcher.’  

‘Oh yes, Cillian Mulcahy, the butcher’s son.’

‘That’s him,’ Maxi confirmed.  ‘Anyway, I was in the steam room the other day after my workout...’

‘Wow, you joined a gym already,’ she interrupted.  ‘Good for you.’

‘Let me tell you the story,’ he pleaded.  ‘This yahoo, the butcher’s son, came slithering along the seat to sit right up next to me.  With no hello’s or how do-you-dos, he started rattling off a list of facts about my life in America.  Shit like... you were a contractor for twenty-five years.  You lost your house in the recession.  You never got married.  You have no kids.  I just sat there like... what the fuck?  He didn’t want any involvement from me.  Then, out of the blue, he t-boned me with another fact about my life in New York, something he shouldn’t have known anything about.  “I’ll be in touch,” he said, and he slid back into the steam.’ 

‘Uh oh.’  Ella sighed and, feeling the tension, declined to pursue.

‘Uh oh is right,’ he said, nodding in agreement. ‘Listen, I can’t talk about this shit here.  Besides, I have the mother in the car.  Can I meet you for a drink in Cassidy’s later?’

‘Sure, yeah.  What time?’

‘Once I get Nora to bed.  How about nine-thirty?’

‘That works.’

While Maxi cooked Nora’s dinner, he scolded himself repeatedly for involving Ella in his little steam-room episode with the butcher’s son.  As he turned the pork chops on the frying pan, he wondered if maybe he could contrive a story to throw Ella off the scent.  God knows he could paint any picture he wanted with his father’s brush.  Then again, he thought, there was no fooling her.  Better fess up, he decided.  If nothing else, he could do with a shoulder to cry on.

‘Maxi, may I have another glass of Port before dinner?’  Nora’s request was disguised as a plea when both of them were well aware it was an actual command.   

‘Sure thing, Mom,’ Maxi meekly replied.  To deny her was the right thing to do to safeguard her health - especially with the consignment of drugs she was taking - but he relented.  He had no job, he was homeless, and now this thing with Cillian Mulcahy - he certainly didn’t want his mother’s scorn tossed into the mix.  He dutifully poured Nora her Port and delivered it to her by the log fire.  His focus shifted back to Cillian.  That was three days ago, and still not a word.  Cillian was waging psychological warfare, and by the way Maxi was behaving, he was winning.  

With Nora tucked away for another day, Maxi walked to Cassidy’s pub, which was about a ten-minute walk down Song Bird Road.  When he got there, he sat up by the counter and ordered a pint of Guinness and a vodka and white from a tall, skinny kid in a grubby white shirt.  Ella always drank vodka, so he thought, why not have it sitting on the counter when she arrived?  He was halfway down his pint when she walked through the door.  Two old men, nursing their pints at a table inside the door, looked like they were visually stripping her naked as she made her way to the counter.  Maxi, regretfully, found himself doing the same.  

She wore a black velvet jacket over a lime green turtleneck sweater, Levi jeans and black combat boots with blood-red laces.  A black beret was pulled to one side of her head, and slung over her shoulder, a petite, red leather bag.  She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before mounting the stool next to him.   He recognized her scent immediately.  He was certain it was ‘Joy’ by Jean Patou - one of the most expensive perfumes in the world.  He should know; he spent almost one thousand dollars on a small bottle as a gift to an ex-girlfriend.  He was somewhat taken aback that Ella, who barely eked by, would have such an extravagant indulgence.  She’s certainly full of surprises, he thought, and who more deserving than her to appreciate some of life’s finest pleasures?  

‘Cheers,’ she said, lifting her glass to clunk his.

‘Cheers,’ he replied.  ‘You look very nice.’

‘Thanks.’ She smiled.  ‘So, do you.  Listen, I’m mad for a cigarette.  Want to go out back?’

‘Let’s go.’

On the way, Maxi caught the barman’s attention, and with two fingers held aloft, he repeated his drink order.  Maxi and Ella sat opposite each other on one of those wooden tables with the inbuilt benches.  Maxi aimed his cigarette at the tongue of flame she presented in her outstretched arm.  That same flame, under her own cigarette, illuminated her beautiful face. Her skin seemed as smooth as the desert sands.  Her eyes glowed like burning embers from the flame of her Zippo lighter.  Smoke began to ooze from her ruby red lips and slowly billow into the air.  The whole scene - like a rocket about to launch - assumed an extramundane vibe.  

‘You didn’t tell Jasper you were meeting me, did ye?’  Maxi asked.

‘Of course not,’ she snapped.  ‘I never tell him my business.  Why, what difference would it make if he knew?’  

‘Ah, I don’t want him to get the wrong idea, that’s all.’

‘Maxi, the drums are already beating on this one,’ she said, pointing her finger at him and back at herself.  ‘Us, sitting here like this, having a drink together, is primo tittle-tattle.’

‘How can you live like this?’ Maxi said, shaking his head.  ‘This fucking town is a goldfish bowl.’

‘C’este la vie,’ she said.  ‘Right, let’s have it.  What’s all this carry-on with the butcher’s son in the steam room?’

‘Do you know him?’

‘I know his sister, Georgina.’  

‘Georgina?  Sounds Italian.’

‘I know,’ Ella replied.  ‘She used to be Maria Mulcahy until she hooked up with some greaseball in New York whose previous girlfriends were all named Maria so, just like that,’ she made an explosive gesture with her hands, ‘Poof – Maria.  Buongiorno – Georgina.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ he said as he took a long pull from his cigarette.  ‘This Georgina babe is Cillian’s sister, and she’s married to some wop in New York.’ 

‘Correct.’

‘Well, that explains my steam room episode with the butcher boy.’  

‘What are you talking about?’ Ella implored.  ‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘The thing is,’ he confessed, ‘I borrowed a bunch of money from the Banditti family.’  He had to stop to catch his breath.   Just mentioning the name made him nauseous.  ‘These people have connections with the mob in New York City.  I never paid back the money, so they’re not exactly happy campers.’  

‘That’s not good.’ Ella sighed, reaching across the table to hold his hand.

‘No, it’s not,’ he agreed.  ‘Anyway, the plan was to use the money to finish renovating my house, slap a for sale sign on it, and with real estate prices going through the roof, I stood to make a sizeable profit on the sale.  Once the house was sold, I’d pay back the mob and have enough money left over to start another project.  Everything would have been honky dory; only the perfect shitstorm came to town.’  

‘So, how does the butcher boy know all about the money you owe?’

‘That Georgina one must be linked somehow to the Banditti family, and she must have told her brother all about me.’  

‘Why would she do that?’  Ella asked, blowing smoke at her glass.

‘I don’t know,’ he sighed.  ‘This feels like a shakedown, and that’s something I need like a hole in the head.  ‘Fuck!’ he exclaimed.  ‘I could end up getting whacked.’  

‘Don’t be silly,’ Ella insisted.  ‘People don’t go around whacking each other anymore.  What would be the point?  If you’re dead, then they can’t get their money back.’

‘Problem solved,’ he replied sarcastically.  ‘Thanks Ella, that’s a load off my mind.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she echoed his cynicism.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but these people I owe the money to will fucking kill me if I don’t pay them back.’  

‘I have some money saved.  You’re welcome to it.’

‘No, no,’ he snapped, pounding the table with his clenched fist.  ‘That’s why, right there, I didn’t want to tell you any of this.’  He took a pull from his cigarette.  ‘I have my own money,’ he confided.   ‘I sold my pickup truck and all my construction equipment before I left New York, so I’m not stuck for a crust.’ He took a sip of his pint.  ‘I’ll tell you one thing... I’m fucked if I’m going to hand it over to the butcher boy.’ 

‘You’ll just have to wait and see what he wants.’ 

‘Yeah, you’re right.’
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