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“The best lack all conviction, while the
worst

Are full of passionate intensity.”

 


W.B. Yeats, The Second Coming

 


 


 


From Guide to the Emerald Isle:

 


“Gateway to the lush green pastures of
Ireland’s Northwest, Derry City is

a priceless historical treasure, which today
is as famous for its confident

modern outlook as it is for the sparkle in
the friendly eye of its

inhabitants. Second in size after Belfast,
this bustling city of 84,000 sits

proudly astride the fast-flowing River Foyle
and is a marvel of two

communities (Catholic on the west bank and
the Protestant on the east),

three names (Derry for Catholics, Londonderry
for Protestants and

London/Derry for the confused) and countless
nights of craic

(pronounced “crack” and the local word for a
good time). Visitors uneasy

about the city’s recent violent past have
nothing to fear; there is little to

suggest the dark days of the Troubles save an
army watchtower or two.

The splendor of modern Derry cannot be
excluded from any thinking

person’s itinerary. Step into the Bogside,
scene of Bloody Sunday and

once a no-go area for even the British
forces, meander through the

bustling cobblestoned streets of the only
Walled City in the British Isles,

hearken to the echoes of 1450 years of
history, and marvel at the ever-

changing skyline of a city which is constant
only in the warmth of its

welcome. Here you are assured many a smile of
greeting from people

who are known the world over for their
hospitality and charm.”

 


 


From the mouth of a lager-fuelled indigenous
person:

“Outta wer way, ye feckin eejit, or ye’re to
get a screwdriver in yer

flimmin eye!”

 


 


From the Derry-Speak Dictionary:

 


wer: our

eejit: idiot

flimmin: expletive to express anger, disgust,
annoyance, etc. (see also:

piggin, bloody, bleedin, effin, flippin, et
al)

 


 


 


MAY, 2000

 


She thought she would want for nothing after
that bloody win. She’d

clearly been deranged. In the dock of Her
Majesty’s Magistrate’s Court,

Ursula Barnett gripped the railing, her
eggplant-hued bob a shambles, a

woman on the wrong side of both fifty and, if
her family had their say, a

row of prison bars. She withered under the
rows of glinting eyes in the

public gallery.

 


Attempted manslaughter of a minor? Reckless
endangerment?

Whichever verdict was arrived at, those
creatures heaved into the benches

would be her moral judges, if not her legal
jury.

 


Her husband Jed was the only solace, giving a
watery thumbs up

and a weary smile. These were cut short as
the usher barked at him to

remove his cowboy hat. Ursula loved Jed
dearly and appreciated his

support, but the sound of his muttered
apologies in that Wisconsin

accent made her cringe. She suddenly hated
his faded goatee, his frail

body in that checkered polyester blazer, his
Buddy Holly specs and, most

of all, she hated him for picking those damn
lottery numbers six months

earlier.

 


The courtroom door clattered open, and Ursula
flinched as in

Fionnuala and Paddy tramped, a pair of
hardened hooligans in bargain

bin rags. They claimed their place in the
public seats, settling themselves

with grand self-importance and eyes bleary
from the previous night’s

drink, their looks letting Ursula know there
would be hell to pay. The

door burst open again and an unruly mob of
wanes—as children were

called in that part of the land—trawled in
after their parents, sniggering as

they took their seats and opening packs of
sweets they had smuggled in

past the security guard.

 


“Merciful Jesus,” Ursula muttered.

 


She could hold her tongue no longer. She
tapped her solicitor on

the back. Ms. Murphy turned and glared.

 


“What in the name of God,” Ursula hissed, “is
them wanes doing

parading into the courtroom? I thought wanes
wasn’t allowed?”

 


Ms. Murphy started. Surely her client knew
the Northern Irish

made rules only to break them?

 


“Technically, yes,” Ms. Murphy admitted.

 


“What’s that meant to mean, for the love of
Christ?”

 


“I can ask the clerk to remove them from the
court, if you feel they

will affect your testimony, if their presence
is intimidating or threatening

in any way.”

 


Her tone implied she thought this unlikely; a
woman of Ursula’s

worldly experience terrified of wee creatures
aged six, eight, and eleven.

 


“That wane there is me accuser, but!” Ursula
said, nodding to

Padraig, who was beaming like a superstar and
scoffing down Jelly

Babies.

 


The eyes of the court usher warned them to be
still. Ms. Murphy

nodded in his direction, and her look
appealed to Ursula’s sense of

compassion.

 


Ursula leaned back into the dock, spiraling
into helplessness and

frustration. All the rules were being bent,
except those to which she

herself were being held. The whole ridiculous
world had gone mad, and

she and her handbag were expected to be
answerable for everything.

 


Three justices of the peace filed in. A trio
of Orange Protestants,

no doubt, shipped over from Manchester. As
they took their places

behind the raised bench, Ursula could only
hope their privileged Proddy

educations would allow them to see sense: she
was the injured party in all

of this.

 


“Hear ye, hear ye, all rise, the court is now
in session,” the clerk

called out. “This is case number 30251, Flood
Vs. Barnett, the honorable

Magistrates Sterling, Hope and Caldwell
presiding.”

 


Ursula tensed at the snickering from the
public gallery. It was all

passing before her in a blur—the magistrates
settling and silent, their eyes

passing judgment; the solicitor for that pack
of hooligans droning on; the

whine of her own solicitor piercing the air
in response; Mrs. Feeney

swanning up to the stand, face hardened,
wooly cardigan buttoned; the

Holy Book placed before her; the raising of
her right hand; Do you affirm

that the evidence you are about to give…

 


Ursula struggled to comprehend how she had
arrived at this

crucifixion. She had been cast out of the
family, a disgrace, after that

shameful business with the IRA in 1973, it
was true, but hadn’t a lifetime

spent clawing back their trust and affection
been penance enough?

 


“That heartless bitch,” Mrs. Feeney growled,
a finger singling

Ursula out, “has a lot to answer for!”

 


Apparently not. When it came to love or
money, money won out

every time.

 


“Crime of malice!” Mrs. Feeney roared.

 


 


 


The magistrates, the multitude of faces in
the public hall, all

regarded her with contempt. Ursula gripped
the handrail of the dock and

braced herself for the worst.

 


 


 


 


 


THE LOAN

 


THREE MONTHS EARLIER

 


 


 


CHAPTER ONE

 


The officer in charge of the Magilligan
Prison visits room flinched at the

sight of the pig-ugly creature clomping
towards him, resentment etched

proudly on her brow. Mutton dressed as lamb,
he saw, his eyes slipping

from her bleached pigtails, past her alarming
overbite and resting on the

low-cut leopard print top, skimpy skirt, and
the chain-link belt cutting

into her groaning middle-aged spread.

 


Fionnuala Flood still believed her waist had
snapped back into

shape after popping out seven wanes in a row
decades earlier. She tossed

the bag of freshly laundered football jerseys
and jeans at the officer,

waved hello to her cousin Maggie already at a
table with her youngest—in

for a joyriding manslaughter—and galloped
over to where her pride and

joy, the eldest of her seven, waited
impatiently.

 


“Right, Lorcan,” she said, leaning over the
chipped table, lips

puckered. Their mouths met, and her tongue
flickered between his teeth.

She slipped the polythene bag of Vicodin into
his mouth, maternal duty

done, and smiled mechanically. Her foxlike
eyes darted around the

hooligans and thugs that blathered on around
them, searching for what

she had come looking for.

 


“Ach, ma, am gasping for a fag,” Lorcan
pleaded.

 


Fionnuala flicked open a packet of unfiltered
Rothman’s cigarettes,

and Lorcan was soon sucking down.

 


“What about ye, son?” she asked as they were
shrouded in smoke,

and the baggy was transferred by sleight of
hand from his mouth into his

pocket. “Ye’ve not been interfered with, I
hope?”

 


“God bless us, naw! I’d clatter seven shades
of shite outta any

fecking poofter trying for a go at me
arse!”

 


A hard, Bogside man was what she had raised.
Fionnuala settled

back into her chair with a confident nod.
Better a hardened criminal at

twenty than a nancy boy, she thought. She was
proud of the Grievous

Bodily Harm which had Lorcan sent down,
hammering the crap out of

some simpleton in the Craglooner pub who had
spilled Lorcan’s pint.

Everybody knew drink was very costly.

 


“Any bars, hi?” Lorcan asked. Any news? he
was wondering.

 


Fionnuala took a deep breath and leaned
forward.

 


“Would ye believe that bitch Ursula has only
gone and snatched 5

Murphy Crescent from under wer noses! The
years yer granny struggled

to keep up them house payments, and then in
swans the lady of leisure

Ursula, handbag bulging, and snatches up the
family home. You know

we’ve always had an eye on 5 Murphy, planning
to get at a bargain rate

from the city council.”

 


Lorcan struggled to recall a time his mother
had ever mentioned

wanting to get her hands on 5 Murphy
Crescent. He was too much his

mother’s son to mention that it wasn’t even
his mother’s family home;

that was a dilapidated ruin amongst the
landscape of torched phone

boxes and discarded mattresses that was the
Creggan Heights Housing

Estate. Her house was peopled by the
Heggartys, a terrifying herd of

bruisers. He cleared his throat through the
fag smog to reply, “You were

gonny buy it yerselves, then?”

 


Fionnuala spat, “Ach, don’t be daft! We’ve
not two pennies to rub

togeller. Yer faller and me is working all
the hours God sends, and even

with all them double shifts at the Sav-U-Mor,
I’ve still been reduced to

taking on anoller job to put a dent in wer
debt. Scrubbing the mingin loos

of all the pubs down the town, I am now, and
wan word outta you and

ye’ll be getting a smack in the gob!”

 


Lorcan fought to suppress a snigger at the
thought of his mother

on her hands and knees cleaning the filthy
bar toilets.

 


“Does wer Moira not send her check from Malta
every week to

help ye out?” he asked.

 


“Am after getting a letter from her telling
me she kyanny afford it

this month as she’s moving into a new flat. A
pure waste of a postage

stamp, so it was! She’s herself a
new…flatmate. Selfish bean flicker

bitch!”

 


Bean flicker: Fionnuala was mortified to have
spawned a lesbian. The

disgust flashed briefly in her eyes, then she
rattled on.

 


“We’ve had yer sister Dymphna handing over a
wee bit from her

pay packet from the meat and cheese counter
to help us out. Thank

merciful Christ she got that job at the
Top-Yer-Trolly down the town.”

The superstore in Derry’s city center which
proudly boasted “Our Prices

Are Always Less Than Right!” and stocked
everything from porridge to

curling tongs.

 


“And wer Eoin?”

 


“Legless with drink he staggers home from
that Craglooner every

night. I haven’t a clue where he finds the
funds to be always blootered.

That pub must have some drink special for
them that kyanny find work.

I’ve half a mind that he’s—”

 


The warden hovered above them. She shifted
herself and a

brightness affixed itself to her voice.

 


“I had the headmistress of the school ringing
me up the oller day

saying wer Siofra was caught flinging rocks
at Una Murphy in the

playground. Silly wee gack hadn’t the
presence of mind to duck when she

saw them flying through the air at her. Sure,
it’s not wer Siofra’s fault

Mrs. Murphy’s wane is a simpleton. And, never
fear, I let the

headmistress know that and all! So we’ve
Ursula giving Siofra

communion instruction every week, to rein her
in, like.”

 


Lorcan stared, and Fionnuala nodded.

 


“Aye, I must have been outta me mind with
drink to allow yer faller

to let yer auntie Ursula less than ten yards
from Siofra.”

 


Fionnuala looked around shiftily before
leaning in towards her

son’s sallow face.

 


“What am here for, actually, son, is… Have ye
no mates that’s up

for release soon? Am looking for some dead
hard rowdies.”

 


“Why, fer feck’s sake?”

 


“To follow that shameless cunt round the town
and frighten the

merciful Jesus outta her.”

 


“Outta wer Siofra?” Lorcan asked, taken
aback. His wee sister was

only eight.

 


“Outta that hateful bitch Ursula!”

 


“I can help ye there, Mammy. Ye see themmuns
over in the

corner?”

 


Fionnuala stole a glance at two thugs in
track suits, swallow tattoos

on their necks, surrounded by a selection of
hardened mothers and sisters

and pregnant girlfriends. Her heart went out
the poor souls, incarcerated

in the prime of their youth.

 


“I do indeed, aye. What about them?”

 


“Do ye mind that touristy bastard from South
Africa that was

beaten senseless with lager bottles and a
lead pipe down the Strand a few

months back?”

 


“I do mind, aye,” Fionnuala said, nodding
eagerly. How could she

ever forget? It had been a particularly
heinous crime. The victim had been

shipped back to Johannesburg in a wheelchair,
his knees done and his

head battered in.

 


“Themmuns is the perpetrators. Liam and
Finbar, they’re called,

inside for malicious fires and all. Themmuns
is to be released in three

months, and they owe me. Do ye maybe want
Ursula caused some bodily

harm and all? Liam and Finbar is sure to be
up for it.”

 


Fionnuala grazed on her lip for a bit, brain
cells trundling, but

reluctantly shook her head in the end. She
didn’t want the police rung up.

 


 


 


“Naw, we don’t want the peelers involved; am
only wanting the

fear of the Lord put into her. Do ye think
themmuns can contain

themselves with a wee bit of threatening and
menacing behavior, just?”

 


Lorcan shrugged.

 


“We can but hope,” he said.

 


They shared a laugh, then Fionnuala sighed
and clutched his hand.

 


“Ach, it’s a terrible sin sending themmuns
after yer auntie Ursula,

and ye must think am a hard-faced cunt, son,
doing this to her. She

always puts on a show she’s the Lord’s right
hand woman, what with her

singing in the choir and volunteering as an
OsteoCare provider and all. If

ye only had the slightest clue, but, how she
made us all feel, staring down

her nose at us after she paid off wer
mortgage, and never shutting her

mouth up about it. Am heart-scared she’s
gonny toss us all out on the

street. I know she’s always been yer
favorite—”

 


“No worries there, mam,” Lorcan said with a
shake of his head.

“I’ve learned me lesson. She’s as quare as a
bottle of chips, that wan.”

 


A lunatic, in other words. And he said this
although Ursula had

always been first at their door with gifts on
birthdays, had phoned him

and even visited him there in Magilligan
once.

 


Fionnuala was grateful; Lorcan might be
saddled with the Flood

surname, but his loyalty lay with the
Heggarty’s.

 


He smiled. Fionnuala leaned back and
memorized him until even

that bored her and was grateful when the bell
finally rang.

 


“Ach, that’s me away off,” Fionnuala said,
affecting a pout.

 


She kissed him on the cheek and promptly
snatched her remaining

smokes.

 


“Cheerio, then, mam,” Lorcan said. “Till next
month. You’ll tell the

ollers I was asking after em?”

 


“Right ye are, son.”

 


Lorcan was escorted out. At the other end of
visits room,

Fionnuala received another bag of his dirty
laundry.

 


Sending hooligans with such a pedigree of
violence to terrorize her

sister-in-law was a mortal sin, and three
months was such a long time to

wait, but Fionnuala had the satisfied smile
of a day’s hard work

completed. This had little to do with putting
the hit out on Ursula, more

the £5 she had passed her workmate Magella to
punch her timecard in

and out at the Sav-U-Mor.

 


£ £ £ £

 


The numbers of his demise were 7, 9, 12, 20,
24, 29 and Bonus 36.

The day after the lotto win, they had bought
matching Lexuses.

Ursula’s still smelled of new Coach leather;
Jed’s reeked of Marlboros and

stale booze.

 


Jed Barnett swerved past the British Army
watchtower in his new

Lexus and barreled down towards the Bogside,
a maze of terraced

pebbledashed houses piled atop one another
with staunch Catholics

heaved inside. He fought a shiver of
claustrophobia. He was an

American, dammit, used to the huge lawns and
sprawling back gardens of

his home county.

 


He passed the lone wall announcing You Are
Now Entering Free

Derry. The house the wall used to prop up had
long since disappeared.

Bombed by British soldiers? Set ablaze during
a common street riot? Jed

didn’t have a clue, nor did he care.

 


He steered past huge murals, memorials of the
Troubles: kids in

gas masks, working class Catholics racing
from clouds of tear gas let loose

by Protestant paratroopers, the victims of
Bloody Sunday. Driving

through the massive stone walls that had
surrounded the city center for

400 years, he had never felt so trapped.

 


He jumped out of the car and headed toward
the bookies and

salvation.

 


Seven years earlier, Jed had found himself
stepping off the plane at

Belfast International Airport, alone with his
shrew of a wife and her

misery-stricken working class family in that
war-torn afterthought of a

rain-drenched town on the edge of a decaying
British Empire. Now Jed

had to get the hell out of Derry City.
Permanently.

 


Flopsy Dun, a horse currently at only 50/1
odds but certain to win

amongst those in the know, was running the
Wolverhampton 2:40 race

and was his ticket out. Literally. If the
horse won, he could finally afford

that flight back to Wisconsin. The ticket
would be one-way.

 


For months Jed had been plotting to abandon
Ursula. Not that he

wanted to, but she refused to leave her
family. So what else could he do?

 


During thirty-odd years of marriage, it had
been a trial putting up

with a woman who expected more out of her
life, and lately it was

becoming impossible to love one claiming the
upmarket life she thought

she deserved. When the £500,000 had landed in
their bank account six

months earlier, it recast her as the lady of
the manor. If only in her mind.

 


Now she and the family were at each other’s
throats like rabid

ferrets, and Jed was in the middle with a
silly grin plastered on his face.

 


Even after his lotto win and taking out the
second mortgage on the

house behind his wife’s back, he still
couldn’t afford the plane fare back

to his hometown in Wisconsin, let alone the
lump sum he would have to

leave Ursula to tide her over before he could
send her a portion of his

retirement checks.

 


He opened the door of the bookies and darted
inside before

anyone he knew saw him. He pushed past the
swallow tattoos, glazed

eyes and soiled clothing of the drunks
within. All around him, breath

struggled to escape congested lungs. Jed
sidled up to the counter and,

with a mixture of embarrassment and
desperation, whispered his horse

and race.

 


“To place, aye?” the bookie asked.

 


“To win,” Jed said.

 


The bookmaker glanced down at the huge wad of
cash, and his

eyes never met Jed’s again. Another soul
lost, the bookie thought.

 


Jed left the alkies and druggies, skirted
past a pile of vomit on the

curb and made to steal back to his Lexus,
hungrily clutching the betting

slip. He would listen to the race on the
radio in his car. He bleeped the

locks open and tugged at the door handle to
plunge inside.

 


“Ye right there, Jed?”

 


He froze and forced his lips into a smile. He
stuffed the betting slip

into his pocket, well-hidden. It was Paddy,
Urusla’s brother and the only

thing he had resembling a friend in that
town. Paddy was with his mates

from the fish-packing plant—a hoard of men
thirty and beyond who still

thought they were teenage delinquents.
Trailing behind them was Paddy’s

youngest, Seamus. What a five-year-old was
doing with his drunk father,

Jed didn’t wonder about anymore.

 


They descended upon him, stinking of fish in
their overalls covered

with innards and scales, and the usual
strange greetings and Derry accent

spewing from their mouths:

 


“What about ye, hi?”

 


“Any bars, mucker?”

 


“What’s the craic?”

 


Jed couldn’t reveal he had just squandered
more money on a

horserace than any of them earned in a week
of hauling dead fish into

crates.

 


“I’m going to try out that new café over
there,” he said, motioning

vaguely and knowing they would be in the mood
for lager, not food, so

they wouldn’t want to join him.

 


“Ach, catch yerself on! That Magella who
works there is a right

scaldy geebag.”

 


“Aye, dead narky and crabbit, so she is!”

 


Had he just stepped off the plane, Jed would
have stared at them

with a cocked head and a quizzical smile, but
he had been observing the

Derry dialect and slang over the years, at
first with a wry detachment, but

lately with slight unease.

 


One of the few reasons, and there were very
few, why Jed had

tolerated life with Ursula in Derry was the
people. He had found them a

never-ending wonder, their wit sharp and
their passion all-consuming,

and this came through in their language.
Recently, however, Ursula’s

family had begun circling the wagons, and his
wife was finding herself the

target of their acid tongues and exhausting
obsession.

 


Just as every punch in that town was dealt
with a disarming smile,

so the delightful upward inflection of their
tone meant an insult or threat

could be delivered with such charm that a
tourist would be smiling right

as the fist was heading toward his face. As
an objective observer, Jed had

found this fascinating. Now he found it
worrying.

 


“Go on and join us for a pint,” Paddy
said.

 


Jed motioned helplessly to his stomach and
the café.

 


“Ach, ye daft gack,” Paddy said. “Right ye
are. See ye in the

Bogside Inn the morrow for a game of
darts.”

 


Off they staggered, Seamus squealing as his
heels scraped against

the cobblestones. Jed scampered into the car
and flicked on the radio,

hoping he hadn’t missed the race. The race
was in full swing.

 


“Flopsy Dun,” howled the commentator,
“breaking from the back

and coming on ever so strongly on the
outside…”

 


Jed stared in excitement at the radio dial.
He couldn’t believe his

good luck. He wrenched open the glove
compartment and scrabbled

around for a flask of Jim Beam to
celebrate.

 


“…Flopsy Dun starts to kick on, up two or
three lengths, and

Flopsy Dun is away!”

 


Shoving aside messily folded maps and
Ursula’s lipsticks, he

grappled the flask and tugged it out. Two
tattered pieces of paper,

photocopied and stapled together, covered
with ketchup stains, fluttered

to the floor of the car. As the Jim Beam
burned down his throat, Jed bent

and picked the papers up.

 


“Holiday Man in second place three lengths
behind, Sunshine Sam

falling off, In the Wind neck and neck with
Holiday Man…”

 


As the excitement welled, he unfolded the
paper and almost burst

out laughing. It was the dictionary of
Derry-speak that an old American

friend had handed him when he first arrived
in the city. How Jed had

pored over the two pieces of paper,
memorizing every word. He would

take it with him on the plane and burn it
with great glee when he touched

down in Wisconsin.

 


 


 


DERRY-SPEAK DICTIONARY



 


A

afeared: afraid

affronted:

embarrassed

am: I am (“Am

affronted.”)

and all: also

anoller: another

anyroad: anyway

arse: butt

arse bandit: gay

male

arsified: drunk

away in the head:

crazy

aul: old (an aul

wan…an old one)

 


B

bangers: Ecstasy

bars: news (“Any

bars, hi?”)

beanflicker:

lesbian

bleedin: damn

bog: toilet

boggin: filthy

blootered: drunk

boller: bother

broller: brother

 


C

carry-on:

commotion

 


catch yerself on:

wise up

civil: polite

clarty: filthy

crabbit: crabby

craic: fun

cuppa: cup of tea

 


D

drawing the

brew: collecting

unemployment

dole:

unemployment

dote: sweet child

 


E

E’s: Ecstasy

eejit: idiot

eff-off: f*ck off

effin: f*ckin

 


F

fancy man:

sexual partner

fear-hearted:

scared

Fenian: supporter

of the Cause

Filth: police

flash: showy

flimmin: damn

flippin: damn

frock: dress

 


G

gack: idiot

gacky: stupid

gaspin: thirsty

geebag: horrible

person

git: idiot

gobshite:

contemptible

person

grabby: greedy

grotty: vile

Green: Catholic

 


H

hard man:

headbin: lunatic

headcase: lunatic

heart-scared:

scared

hi: you. Used in

many greetings

 


J

jacks: toilets

jumped-up:

pretentious

 


K

kyanny: can’t

 


L

legless: drunk

(to) lift: steal

loo: toilet

 


M

magic: fanstastic

manky: filthy

(to) mind:

remember (I do

mind, aye…I do

remember)



mingin: filthy

minger: slut

moller: mother

mucker: friend

 


N

wee nadger:

small child

nancy boy: gay

male

narked: annoyed

narky: irritable

nick: prison

(to) nick: steal

 


O

(it’s no) odds: it

doesn’t matter

oller: other

Orange:

Protestant

 


P

paladic: drunk

palaver:

commotion

pansy: gay male

peelers: cops

piggin: damn

(to) pinch: steal

poofter: gay

male

Proddy:

Protestant

 


Q

quare: very

quids: £

 


R

raging: angry

right: alright

(“Are ye right

there, hi?”)

rowdie: thug

 


S

sarky: sarcastic

sausingers:

sausages

scabby:

vile/greedy

scullery: kitchen

skint: broke

slapper: slut

(to have a) slash:

to urinate

sleekit: crafy/sly

spastic: idiot

stoke: scumbag

(originally

gypsy/traveller)

stroppy: brattish

 


T

terrible: very

themmuns: those

people over there

tip: filthy place

toerag: annoying

person

tole: told

trainers: tennis

shoes

 


W

wan: one

wance: once

wane: child

weemin: women

wer: our

wile: wild = very

wingers: Ecstasy

 


Y

yer man/woman:

 


that person over

there

youse: y’all

 


 


 


“…Flopsy Dun’s the one to catch,” the
announcer blared, “with In

the Wind rallying on the inside as they
continue their journey towards the

end line…”

 


Fists strangling the steering wheel, Jed
willed the stupid beast’s

snout to clear the finish line.

 


“Flopsy Dun, Holiday Man and In the Wind will
go for the line

together, flying home now and…”

 


Jed could feel the ticket in his hand…smell
the kielbasa…

 


“—Oh! What an upset! Flopsy Dun is down,
colliding into the gate

and—Oh! Taking In The Wind and Holiday Man
down with him! What a

palaver just five lengths from the finish
line!”

 


Jed deflated against the steering wheel, and
a sob rose.

 


“Jubilee Years rallies strongly form the
outside, past the pileup,

and…takes it for England!”

 


A hoard of hooded rowdies erupted from the
pub next to the

bookies and glowered over at the shiny
Lexus.

 


“With Sunshine Sam coming in second, and it
looks like Half

Hodds will be third!” the announcer said.

 


A hubcap clattered from the force of a
well-aimed kick.

 


“Mingin aul git!” snarled one of the rowdies
into the window. Filthy

old fool!

 


Jed wept.
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“..Infinite thy vast domain, everlasting is
thy reign…!”

 


The saints smiled down at them from the
stained glass installed

after the cathedral had been bombed in 1979.
Ursula gamely tackled the

key change near the end of the first verse of
“Holy God, We Praise Thy

Name” and peered over the top of her
songbook. Choir practice in the

pomp and granite of St. Eugene’s was the only
solace she had in her

empty coalbin of a life.

 


In the nave sat Ursula’s mother Eda, the
Flood matriarch’s fluffy

head beaming and her foot tapping along to a
hymn of her own making.

At eighty-five, she had a mind that wandered
and ears that needed

frequent syringing.

 


“Hark! The loud celestial hymn, angel choirs
above are raising…!”

 


Ursula was at one with the choir members,
good Catholic women

in their twilight years, untrained voices
raising as one, throats straining in

a great effort at harmony for the sake of the
Lord. The other week Ursula

had taken them all to her new dream house
over in Gleneagles, the

swanky section of town, and they had marveled
at Ursula’s Neo-Gothic

lounge with its row of gargoyles, the
Gaggenau fridge with the filtered

water tap in the scullery with heated tiles,
and the ensuite in the master

bedroom with the two headed shower so strong
the water fairly took the

flesh off of you. Wile grand, wile lovely,
they had cooed, pressing her hands

and praising her good fortune as Ursula
poured the tea.

 


“Cherubim and seraphim, in unceasing chorus
praising…!”

 


Ursula smiled over at them now, but there was
a question in her

smile. Her choir sisters all seemed to be
wedged against the far side of the

choir stall, their hymnals bunched together.
Ursula wondered if she had

forgotten her deodorant that morning. She
warbled along as she mulled

this latest confusion and tried to sniff her
armpit.

 


“…Fill the heavens with sweet accord, holy
holy holy Lord…!”

 


Earlier that morning, she had visited the ATM
and taken a long,

hard look at the screen which revealed the
state of her account. The

interest of the lotto money account was meant
to be transferred monthly

into her housekeeping account, but lately her
balance had been shrinking

at an alarming speed that even Ursula’s
tenuous grasp on finances found

unbelievable.

 


The ladies of the choir struggled through
“Glory Be To God On

High,” and “Palms Of Glory,” and finally the
chapel was still.

 


“Brilliant, girls!” cooed Mr. Ming in his
sagging black cardigan. “I

think that’s it for the night.”

 


They chatted and laughed quietly as they
placed their hymnals in

their handbags and reached for their
cardigans. Nobody was uttering a

word to Ursula, nor even passing her a
glance. Ursula tapped Mrs. Gee

on the shoulder.

 


“Are ye up for a cappuccino at that new café
down Shipquay

Street?” Ursula asked.

 


Mrs. Gee’s head trundled around on its neck,
and her look

excluded Ursula.

 


“Them coffees is wile dear,” she sniffed.

 


“Ach, am paying, sure,” Ursula said. She made
to peer into the old

woman’s eyes, certain she had seen guilt
glinting there, but she found

herself already staring at Mrs. Gee’s scraggy
shoulder blades.

 


Mr. Ming patted his palms together with
sudden excitement.

 


“Girls! Girls! Silence, now, girls!” he
squealed in tones of glee.

 


They looked over at him expectantly, their
arms half in their

sleeves. He took a deep breath.

 


“I’ve a wile important announcement to make,”
he said with a

dramatic flourish. “It saddens me heart to
say we’re gonny be losing wan

of wer best singers, transferring to St.
Moluag’s Chapel down in the

Bogside, so she is. A terrible wile
loss.”

 


Ursula looked at the group in surprised
sorrow, feeling a pang at

losing any one of them; they were a team
singing together, just like the

Von Trapps. She wondered which one was
leaving. She didn’t envy

whoever it was, banished to that hardened
church which squat in the

squalid Catholic ghetto, where Fionnuala and
her brood tramped in

weekly, snorting at the sermons, their
trainers up on the pews and why in

God’s name were the choir ladies aligning
themselves into a primitive

horseshoe a meter around her?

 


“We’d like to thank ye for all the help ye’ve
given us over the

years,” the choirmaster said. “We’ll all miss
ye terribly.”

 


They were beaming strangely. At her. Ursula
felt a flicker of alarm

as they shuffled closer, the horseshoe
shrinking, a thank-you card

materializing from a pocket and a scone with
a candle appearing from

behind a back.

 


“Sorry to see ye go, like,” Mrs. Murphy
said.

 


“A terrible wile loss, sure.”

 


“Aye, ye’re dead sound, Ursula.”

 


They grinned up at her until she finally
found her voice.

 


“Me?” Ursula gasped wildly, staring down at
the envelope and

flickering flame inching closer and closer.
“Off to St. Moluag’s?”

 


She turned to Mrs. Gee to share a snort, but
the pew beside her

was empty.

 


“There’s some mistake, surely!” Ursula
cried.

 


She looked to her mammy for understanding.
Eda had slipped out

to the street for a fag. The choirmaster’s
smile faltered.

 


“Faller Hogan tole me ye were to leave!” he
gasped, wringing his

hands.

 


When hell froze over!

 


“Am piggin sure!” Ursula snorted, smacking
the gifts to the

transept floor.

 


They all inspected her in curious shock, and
Ursula’s anger quickly

veered to anguish.

 


“Where’s the Faller?” she demanded.

 


“He’s hearing confessions,” Mr. Ming said
with a nod at the end of

the nave. “Ye kyanny barge into the
confessional, but!”

 


“Faller Hogan hadn’t a hand in it!” Mrs. Gee
announced with a

soupçon of glee.

 


Ursula stared, struggling to make sense of it
all.

 


“But…But youse is me…”

 


She thought she had seen the faces of
friends, but she gazed down

now upon sharp lips and glinty eyes, necks
stretched with hatred, cheeks

scorched with scorn.

 


“Ach, we're sick to wer stomachs of singing
songs of praise to the

almighty Ursula!” Mrs. Gee called out.

 


“If I hear wan more word about them flimmin
Jamie Oliver

roasting pans of hers, am gonny spew, so am
are!”

 


“Them airs and graces!”

 


“That’ll be the lotto win going to her head,
sure.”

 


Mrs. McCracken turned to Mrs. O’Hara.

 


“Her husband, mind…”

 


“Ach, sure, Jed’s a decent spud, him.”

 


“Aye, Lord love him. The stench of drink off
of him would fairly

turn yer stomach, but!”

 


“It is any wonder he’s blootered every hour
God sends, the

persecution yer woman there’s putting him
through?”

 


With a tortured wail, Ursula turned and fled
through the rows of

pews, the waterworks spewing down her
face.
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Fresh from three hours of slopping bleach
down pub loos, Fionnuala

slammed shut the hot press door, balanced the
empty laundry basket on

her hip, and headed downstairs for another
load. Her face hung in its

perpetual state of exhaustion. The tired
stairs moaned and creaked under

her heavy steps. How she hated the poky
little rooms of their attached

hovel in the Bogside, the cramped depths of
which were dank, damp and

slightly rank from the stench of crusty
socks.

 


In the front hall, she glared at the post
which had just slipped

through the letterbox. Another round of effin
bills, as sure as Mary was a

virgin, and a final notice for the gas and
electric, if she wasn’t mistaken.

Which reminded her… She punched Dymphna’s
mobile number into the

phone.

 


“Mammy? I kyanny speak—” her 18-year-old
daughter said over

the whirr of the meat slicer.

 


“Mind ye steal enough saugingers for the tea
the night,” Fionnuala

instructed. “Skinless pork, like. A dozen’ll
do grand.”

 


“Mammy, but—”

 


“Youse’ll be feeding on leftover rhubarb cake
again if ye don’t lift

some food. See if ye kyanny shove a black
pudding into that handbag of

yours and all.”

 


Fionnuala slammed down the phone. Glancing
warily at the clock

in the scullery—if she was late for her
double shift at the Sav-U-Mor,

they’d dock her wages £10—she dug into the
pocket of Siofra’s pink hip

huggers and pulled out two mini Pokemon
action figures…Pikachu and

Wurmple, if she wasn’t mistaken. Her face was
black with sudden anger.

 


“Siofra!” she bellowed up the landing, over
the dancey Europop of

S Club 7 pulsating from the girls’
bedroom.

 


Siofra skulked into the scullery, her
porcelain skin and pale blue

eyes deceptive; jet black hair revealing the
tone of her eight-year-old

heart. She started, defensive, at the sight
of the toys in her mother’s hand.

 


“Where,” Fionnuala asked, “did ye get
themmuns from? Ye’ve not

been battering the shite out of that wee girl
from yer class again? Pinching

her toys in the playground?”

 


Siofra flinched under her mother’s
outstretched hand.

 


“Naw, Mammy! I never!”

 


“Don’t come the innocent with me, wane!
Themmuns cost more

than ye can afford. If ye’ve been thieving
pound coins from me handbag

again, I swear by almighty God, I’ll clatter
the living—”

 


“Me auntie Ursula gave em to me,” Siofra
blurted.

 


“Yer auntie!” Fionnuala’s eyes flashed. “I
might’ve known! When

did ye see her?”

 


“She gave me anoller of them First Holy
Communion lessons, and

we went shopping down the town after.”

 


Fionnuala flung the grimy jeans into the
basket.

 


“She’s meant to be teaching ye about the body
and blood of Christ,

not how to be a grabby wee bitch!”

 


Siofra’s hand shot out for the toys, but
Fionnuala’s was quicker.

 


“Me life’s a bleeding misery!” Siofra wailed.
“You and me da never

have any money in this house for nothing.
What am I meant to play with?

Me shoelaces?!”

 


“Ach, catch yerself on, wane! Ye’ve a bleedin
room up there

bursting at the seams with toys ye never lay
a finger on!”

 


“Aye, a black and white Gameboy and a Bob the
Builder with no

head!”

 


“When I was yer age, ye know what wer
playthings was?”

 


“The rusty mufflers and hubcaps from the
barricade of burnt-out

cars at the end of yer street,” Siofra
recited.

 


“Yer auntie’s stuffing sweeties down yer
bake, filling yer head with

poison! She’s only trying to buy yer
affection, that wan!”

 


Siofra stamped a tiny foot.

 


“And am bored stiff every week with them
piggin communion

lessons, but she can buy me affection all she
wants if it gets me

Pokemons!”

 


“Ye’re not to go near that woman again, ye
hear me, wane? Now

get you up them stairs and play with that Bob
the Builder before I shove

it up yer arse, ye jumped-up wee cunt,
ye!”

 


Siofra turned and fled out of the scullery
and up the stairs, her

tearful wails echoing through the house.

 


Fionnuala went to the sitting room and
attacked a cigarette with

trembling, nail-bitten fingers.

 


She simmered once again with resentment
against Ursula and Jed’s

windfall. If those Barnett’s hadn’t won the
lotto six months earlier,

Fionnuala and Paddy would’ve never gone on
such an outlandish

shopping spree. The bills in the front hall
were the legacy of those weeks

of madness, and the interest and fees and
late charges were piling up

quicker than their fingers could toil. If she
didn’t get her claws on some

cash soon, the electricity and gas would be
disconnected.

 


She suddenly saw it all clearly in her mind’s
eye: the washer

groaning to a halt, the picture disappearing
from the telly screen into a

tiny pinpoint of light, and the house
plunging into darkness and silence

for a second before the wanes started roaring
out of them.

 


There was only one person in Derry who had
plenty of cash to

throw around. Fionnuala squirmed on the
settee and set her lips,

suddenly decided.

 


“Siofra?” she called out.

 


After a while, the rheumy-eyed child shuffled
into the sitting room.

She inspected the two Pokemon figures her
mother had placed on the

coffee table.

 


“A-aye?” she asked.

 


“Forget you what am after saying,” Fionnuala
said with a nod at the

figures. “Take you them toys back up to yer
room and play with em to

yer heart’s content. And yer auntie Ursula
has me blessing to teach ye

about yer communion and all.”

 


Siofra eyed first the toys then her mother
with suspicion. Was her

mammy stark raving mad?

 


“But—”

 


“She can read ye the flimmin Bible from cover
to cover for all I

care!”

 


Siofra snatched the toys and scuttled
off.

 


Fionnuala stubbed out her cigarette, reached
for her handbag and

headed for the door. A smile played on her
lips as she screwed her heel

into the mound of bills. If Ursula was so
desperate for companionship

she had to steal an eight-year-old away from
the family home, the bitch

would have to pay for the pleasure. And if it
made Siofra’s life a misery,

even better. Fionnuala would approach Ursula
for the lend of £400. And

if the tight-fisted cunt refused, there would
be hell to pay.

 


There had been great fanfare in Derry when a
branch of the multinational

chain superstore Top-Yer-Trolly finally
opened in the city center, even

though there did seem to be something less
than right about their 4-forthe-

price-of-5 weekly specials.

 


While her co-worker Fidelma was stocking the
Utterly Butterly

beside the cheese triangles, Dymphna slipped
twelve Doherty’s special

sausages into the pocket of her work smock.
The meat and cheese

counter was low on black pudding that day, so
her mother would just

have to do without. Dymphna ran her fingers
over her smock, adjusted

the badge on her lapel which demanded Ask me
now about our less than

right prices! and sighed. She had to get the
sausages into her staff locker

before they congealed.

 


She should be helping stock but couldn’t be
bothered. Plus, she

was three weeks late with her period and had
to avoid the strain. She

hadn’t a notion who the father of her unborn
wane was likely to be. Tall

and shapely, with a bosom that could
breastfeed an entire maternity ward,

and a reckless throng of ginger corkscrew
curls framing her bonny face,

Dymphna was never without a fit young lad at
the end of a night of

boozing, her eggs, seemingly, poised. Three
weeks earlier had been

February, so it was maybe the fella from the
bookies, your man from the

fish and chip shop down the Strand, or
perhaps her ex-boyfriend Liam.

 


“Am gasping for a fag,” she said to Fidelma.
“Am away off to the

break room. Ye’ll cover for us if that aul
poof O’Toole minces by, sure?”

 


Fidelma’s eyes flickered with disapproval,
surveying the break

schedule on the clipboard next to the meat
slicer.

 


“What am I meant to tell him?” she wondered.
“I don’t want any

boller with him, Dymphna. Not after last
time. Sure, ye know what yer

man’s like, like.”

 


Dymphna knew only too well what your man was
like. Nancy boy

Henry O’Toole: the bane of her youthful
existence. His lapels were too

wide and his trousers too tight for a man
his—or any?—age. With his

blow-dried hair and eyes piercing hungrily at
the arses of every male

employee of the Derry branch of
Top-Yer-Trolly, Dymphna could well

understand why the Church forbade
homosexuality.

 


“Ach, wise up, you,” Dymphna said. “He’s over
in Belfast the day

for a meeting, sure.”

 


“Hi, you, Dymphna Flood!”

 


She whipped around as Rory Riddell rounded
the display of

Spaghetti Hoops and swaggered up to the
counter. Three of his mates

stood by the stacked tins, nudging and
smirking.

 


“What about ye, Dymphna?” Rory said.

 


“Rory,” Dymphna acknowledged coolly, hating
his upmarket

Proddy gear that nobody from Bogside could
afford, shooting a foul look

at his mates and—realizing with terrifying
clarity there was fourth

candidate who might be the father of her
unborn wane. How could she

have forgotten that night in her granny’s
spare bedroom?

 


A fat disgrace of a woman with piggish eyes
pushed past Rory to

the counter with her tartan shopping cart.
Rory gave the woman a curt

nod; there were no strangers in Derry, so she
was either a relative or an

acquaintance. Dymphna knew her as a right
hard bitch from the Health

Clinic but greeted her with an unfamiliar
speed and smile.

 


“Right there, Missus Bryant?”

 


Rory had seemed like such a god of sexual
prowess after six pints

of lager when Dymphna had been gagging for a
shag. How she had

squealed for more as her granny snored away
in the room next door.

Under the fluorescent lights of the
Top-Yer-Trolly, however, he was a

walking disappointment: skinny, spotty, even
slightly smelly.

 


“Am here for something for wer tea the
night,” Nurse Bryant said.

 


Even worse, Dymphna realized with a plunging
heart, Rory was

from the Waterside, and everybody knew what
that meant! One of those

who called the city Londonderry instead of
Derry City. A rich, smug

Orange Protestant bastard! From the green,
white and orange of the

tricolor of the Irish flag, the Protestant
minority of the country had

appropriated orange as their color, and the
Catholic majority green.

Neither side seemed interested in claiming
the white as their own.

 


Nurse Bryant peered through the counter, a
bloated finger poking

at the glass.

 


“Give us six of them ham rolls, and a black
pudding, three kilos of

lunch tongue and, ach, them pork pies with
egg look wile lovely. Give us

six of them and all.”

 


“Right ye are,” Dymphna said.

 


The sausages in her apron threatened to seep
through the nylon as

she wrapped the cold pig flesh as quickly as
she could.

 


Being an unwed mother was disgrace enough,
but to admit she had

been at it with a Proddy? That her unborn
child might be tainted with

bastard Orange blood? Her mammy would beat
seven shades of shite out

of her! Especially as Fionnuala’s great-uncle
was a bishop!

 


“Here ye are now, missus,” Dymphna said,
hauling the load over

the counter.

 


“Ta, love,” Nurse Bryant heaved.

 


“Ach, sure, not at all,” Dymphna mechanically
replied.

 


Nurse Bryant shot the sniggering trio at the
Spaghetti Hoops a

disapproving glance as she struggled off
towards the check-out lines.

Rory’s smirk blossomed into a sneer as he
slouched closer to the counter.

 


“What’s the craic, hi?” he asked.

 


Dymphna shrugged, confused by the sneer.

 


“Me mates was just wondering, like…” Rory
said. He struggled to

suppress either tears or laughter.

 


“What?” she asked, feeling Fidelma’s eyes
boring into the strings of

her smock. The remnants of her well-gnawed
fingernails tapped

uncertainly atop the blood-stained
countertop.

 


“Ye were wan bleedin deadly shag the oller
week,” Rory said.

 


“Aye, and?” Dymphna said, lips taut and blood
seeping into her face.

Her hand shot to her hip, eyes all defiance
and Spice Girls girl power.

Their songs no longer debuted at number one
on the pop charts, but sex

was still power, as their videos had taught
her.

 


“Ye wouldn’t mind spreading yer legs for me
mates the night, sure?”

he said.

 


She leaned over the greasy glass and hissed
into his face: “I’ll kick ye

in yer fecking bollacks, ye hateful gobshite!
Shaggin you was like rolling

around in a bag of sick!”

 


She grabbed a thick pork sausage and shoved
it under his nose. “This

is what I was hoping for, ye see.”

 


She flung the sausage into the deep freeze
and grabbed a cocktail

frank. “This is what I got, but!”

 


“Aye, and I’ve a serious dose of knob rot
from the manky cunt butter

of yer filthy greaseflaps!”

 


“Clear on off out of here now before I give
ye a swipe in the snotter

box and call the security on ye, ye mingin
manky cunt ye!”

 


“Mingin swamp donkey slapper!”

 


Rory and his hooligans raced through the
aisles, brays of laughter and

scattered tins in their wake. Fidelma
teleported to her side from the

convenience cheeses.

 


“Ye must be mortified,” Fidelma said.
“Bleedin Orange scum!”

 


“Ach, go on and feck yerself, ye clarty wee
gee-bag! Am away off to the

break room!”

 


Off she stomped and flung herself into the
break room, where she

wrenched open her locker and shoved the
sausages into her handbag. She

delved into her hip pocket and tugged out a
packet of unfiltered

Rothman’s.

 


She puffed away, wondering if she were
pregnant and, more

importantly, if Rory were the father. But
somehow she knew he was the

one, the way a young woman does. To make it
official, she would have to

get one of those pregnancy tests. She knew
exactly where they were, aisle

7A, bottom shelf. She had browsed that aisle
during many a break for

precisely this eventuality, feigning interest
in the foot creams. She stabbed

out her fag and headed out of the break
room.

 


Shirley from the Youth Center was at the
first cash register, and old

Mrs. Heffernan from across the road was at
the second. Too proud for

shame, there was nothing else for it: Dymphna
would just have to

shoplift the pregnancy test.

 


She sidled down the book aisle where nobody,
but nobody, ever

shopped, slipped the kit into her smock,
turned quickly—

 


And jumped at the sight of her Auntie Ursula
staring at her from the

birthday card rack, the idiot’s jaw sagging
with disbelief. Dymphna’s

granny Eda stood at Ursula’s side, staring
intently at nothing. Dymphna

swiftly pulled herself up to her full five
feet ten inches, rearranged her

soiled smock and the smirk she always
reserved for the scabby toerag

ever since those balls had clattered from
their cage.

 


“Ursula,” she said with a dismissive nod.

 


“Dymphna,” Ursula said weakly.

 


Dymphna gave her granny an affectionate press
of the arm, then

flicked her curls and marched off towards the
meat and cheese counter.

Ursula stared after her, resisting an uneasy
glance at the New Arrivals rack.

 


“Am away off for me dinner break,” Dymphna
announced over the

counter to a startled Fidelma.

 


“Ye’re only after coming back from yer fag
break, sure!”

 


“Am away off, I’ve said.”

 


Dymphna glared menacingly. Fidelma shrank
against the cheddar

slices.

 


“The schedule, but…” Fidelma managed
weakly.

 


“Ye can shove that bleedin schedule up yer
arse!” Dymphna

announced and whipped down the aisle. She
just couldn’t do the test in

the staff loos of Top-Yer-Trolly. Even she
wasn’t that tacky.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


The toilet door shuddered.

 


“Outta that loo now, you!” Eoin barked from
the landing.

 


Dymphna pulled the chain and shoved the
pregnancy kit into the

pocket of her work smock. She patted the
bulge quickly, then tugged

open the door and glared into her 17-year-old
brother’s face, which

looked, as usual lately, ravaged from
drink.

 


“Ye kyanny wait two bloody seconds, ye narky
cunt, ye?” she

seethed, clattering him around the head.

 


“Eff off, you,” Eoin said, his shock of
ginger hair and praying

mantis limbs slipping into the bog.

 


The door slammed behind him.

 


“The shite’s fairly falling from me after
them manky sausingers of

yers last night,” he yelled from inside.

 


“After too many pints of beer, more like,”
she hollered back.

 


Brow creased with worry, Dymphna thudded down
the stairs. In

the sitting room, she stared unseeing at the
telly screen. Her lips tugged in

desperation on a fag. She ran her fingers
slowly over her as-yet-still taut

stomach. A wee baby, a wane, was growing
there. A wane with Orange

bastard blood flowing through its tiny
veins.

 


Eoin swaggered into the room, his sallow eyes
bright with malice.

Dymphna placed a throw pillow over her
stomach and clenched it with

apprehension. Did Eoin somehow know of her
predicament? Impossible.

 


“Any bars, hi?” He flopped beside her on the
settee, reaching over

and teasing her curls.

 


“Get off of me, you!”

 


She snapped his hand away from her pink
barrettes.

 


“How’s Liam, hi?”

 


Dymphna stiffened at the mention of her
ex-fella’s name, and a

chill of unease crept up her spine; it was as
if somehow Eoin knew.

 


“Ach, sure I mind now,” Eoin said with mock
innocence. “Ye

caught him with his hand down that slapper
Siobhan Feeney’s knickers in

the car park of the Top-Yer-Trolly, so ye
did. So maybe ye’ve got yerself
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