Extract from Chapter 2 of “The Runts of the Litter” by Garret Baker:

‘We’re going to busk,’ Jon explained as they walked. ‘For the tourists.’

‘It’s too cold for tourists,’ Ernest complained.

‘They don’t mind the cold. They wear jumpers. They expect it.’

They arrived at Grafton St.

‘Well I mind the cold,’ Ernest said. ‘It’s degrading. We have no instruments.’

‘Oh yes,’ Jon said. ‘I forgot about instruments.’

‘I hope you don’t expect me to dance,’ Ernest warned. ‘Because I never dance unless seriously drunk.’

‘You are seriously drunk.’

‘But there’s no music. I never dance unless I am seriously drunk and there is music playing. And never for money. I am a poet. I have standards to live by. Besides, the drink is wearing off.’

‘Exactly,’ Jon said. ‘Exactly, the drink is wearing off. That’s the situation I am trying to deal with. I am trying to get us the money we need to keep us drunk. To keep out the cold. To keep out the fact that we have not only lost our innocence and our belief in God but that we have also lost our flat.’

‘Well get on with it then,’ Ernest said. ‘You’re not going to make any money making speeches. I liked my idea better. If you had an ounce of decency in you right now we’d be crashing through the window of an off license with that mini.’

‘I need a guitar,’ Jon said.

 Ernest looked up and down the street. He spotted a small traveller boy a little ways down, strumming a plastic guitar and singing an Irish ballad out of tune. 

‘There,’ he said, pointing to the boy.

Jon and Ernest walked over to him.

‘Give us the guitar,’ Ernest said, towering over the small boy. ‘Or we’ll beat the living daylights out of you.’

‘No,’ Jon said. ‘We won’t do that.’

‘Shut up,’ Ernest said. ‘Give me that guitar or I’ll shake you upside down till your teeth fall out.’

 The traveller boy stood up, held the guitar out and with one swift motion smashed it between Ernest’s legs before running away. Ernest lay on the ground and moaned and groaned.

‘I don’t think you ought to have scared him like that,’ Jon said as he picked up the guitar. ‘After all, he was just a little boy.’

‘What’s wrong with me ?’ Ernest asked as he stared up at the black rooftops against the dark blue sky. ‘Why do people want to hurt me all the time ? I’m an agreeable sort of fellow. I don’t actively pursue minorities. I voted yes in the divorce referendum. I once sent an amnesty postcard to the warden of an Alabama prison. 

 ‘Why has God got it in for me ? Is it all the masturbation ? It’s a compulsive disorder. I need love. One way or the other.

 ‘I don’t hate anyone. Why do they all hate me ?’

‘I suppose,’ Jon said. ‘It’s because you’re different.’

‘Yes,’ Ernest agreed. ‘That’s it. It’s because I’m different. Because I don’t fit in.’

‘Well, that, and the fact that you can be a bit of a disagreeable bastard.’

 Ernest sat up. He was beginning to retain feeling in the more delicate areas.

‘Why aren’t you playing ?’ he asked Jon. ‘We’re wasting time. Any minute now I’m going to be sober.’

He grabbed the guitar from Jon’s hand.

‘How does this thing work ?’

Jon took the guitar back.

‘I think maybe I should play,’ he said. ‘Seeing as I know how.’

‘Well get on with it,’ Ernest instructed.

‘Evening lads,’ a policeman who appeared from nowhere said.

 Ernest nearly had a heart attack from the shock.

‘You scared me half to death,’ he complained.

‘Shush,’ Jon said. ‘Good evening constable.’

‘Eh, not constable actually,’ the policeman said. ‘No, that’s England.’

‘Do you want something ?’ Ernest asked.

‘Shushh,’ Jon said.

‘Busking are we ?’ the policeman asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Ernest said. ‘What do you play ?’

‘Shushh.’

‘Will you stop shushing me,’ Ernest snapped.

‘Well,’ the policeman said. ‘I hope you won’t be playing too loud. Because, if you do, I’ll have to ask you to move on.’

‘Busking is legal in this country,’ Ernest pointed out.

‘That’s true,’ the policeman said. ‘But loitering, noise pollution, and causing a public nuisance are not.’

‘Fascist.’

‘Shushh,’ Jon said, before turning back to the policeman. ‘We’re very quiet.’

‘Yeah,’ Ernest said. ‘We play easy listening.’

‘Really,’ the policeman said, nodding several times to show he understood entirely. ‘Well, take care now. There’s a few drunks about at this hour. A few unsavoury characters. They might try stealing your pot.’

‘Pot ?’

‘Or perhaps assaulting you,’ the policeman went on. ‘Sometimes they just do that for no reason. Come right up to you and smack you in the mouth. Or stab you with a broken twisting bottle. Or threaten you with a needle infested with H.I.V. blood.’

‘Thank you,’ Jon said. ‘We’ll be very diligent.’

‘Don’t be too loud though,’ the policeman said and walked off.

‘I don’t feel well,’ Ernest said. ‘My head is pounding. I must have bumped it in the fall. If I ever catch that little bastard I’ll kick him into the middle of next Thursday.’

‘Make it a Friday,’ Jon suggested. ‘That way he’ll have the weekend to recover.’

‘Shut up and play,’ Ernest instructed. ‘I’ll sing.’

‘What do you want me to play ?’

‘Something that will earn us lots of money.’Ernest said, clasping his hands together. ‘Something the public will appreciate. Something which will draw large amounts of ready cash.’

‘I get the idea,’ Jon said.

‘Pop.’

‘I beg your pardon ?’

‘It’ll have to be pop,’ Ernest said. ‘That’s what the kids want to hear. Something happening. Something crap and catchy.’

‘I’m not writing the song,’ Jon said. ‘Just name something.’

‘Play some Beatles,’ Ernest said. ‘Everybody loves the Beatles.’

‘Right,’ Jon said. ‘Which song ?’

‘If you don’t start playing soon,’ Ernest warned, ‘I am going to smash that guitar over your head repeatedly.’

 Jon nodded. He got himself into a comfortable seated position. He steadied himself. He shaped his left fingers onto the guitar in the chord of A and was about to strum it when, out of nowhere, a drunken man appeared and approached them.

‘What the fuck are ye doing ?’ he asked.

‘Not alot,’ Ernest replied.

 The drunken man had a red raw face and smelled of stale wine and chips.

‘D’you’se....d’you’se want to...to know something ?’ he said. ‘I nearly fucking killed a man back there. What d’you think of that ?’

‘Very impressive,’ Ernest said.

The drunken man nodded. He swayed for several seconds, as if battling a sudden gust of wind and then stood still for a long time, opening and closing his eyes in slow motion.

‘And I’ll tell you another thing,’ he said suddenly. ‘I would have done it.’

Ernest and Jon nodded.

‘I would have done it,’ the drunken man said with a satisfied nod. ‘But for that copper.’

‘We met a copper,’ Ernest said. ‘Perhaps it was the same one.’

‘I could have done it too,’ the drunken man said. ‘I had him in me clutches.’

 The drunken man blinked and laughed a gurgled spitting wretched laugh. He took a grizzled half smoked cigarette from his pocket and lit it.

‘I’ll tell you’se something,’ he said. ‘I liked what you’se were playing and if I were a rich man I’d give you some money but I’m not...Many years ago I died in a car crash and what you see is only the shell of what I was. D’you hear me ?’

He waited for Ernest and Jon to nod before going on.

‘I have a power,’ he said. ‘A power. A power over life and death. It has power over you. Not over me though. I have it, within me. Two roads diverged in a wood. D’you hear me ? Two roads diverged in a wood and I took the one least travelled by. I took the one least travelled by.’

 With that the drunken man wandered off down the street.

‘Well,’ Ernest said.

‘Yes,’ Jon agreed.

‘You see the problem with that,’ Ernest reflected, ‘was that we were too sober and the ugliness and stupidity were too apparent.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which is why you should hurry up and play something and make money so that we can get drunk.’

‘Aren’t you afraid ?’

‘All the time.’

‘Of ending up like him,’ Jon continued. ‘All twisted and mish mash of truth and half truth. Drunken conviction that you are the centre of the universe.’

‘I am the centre of the universe,’ Ernest said. ‘Play, goddamn you, play.’

 At that precise moment the drunken man reappeared and grabbed Ernest roughly by the collar.

‘Here you,’ he said violently. ‘D’you see what I said about the woods ?’

Ernest nodded. He could smell the death from the drunken man’s teeth.

‘What I said about the woods,’ the drunken man repeated as his grip tightened, ‘is a secret no man will share and live. It’s mine. D’you hear me ? If you repeat that secret I’ll come and find you wherever you are and, one way or the other, you’ll get your justice.’

 The drunken man threw Ernest to the ground and stumbled off down the street.

‘How sad,’ Jon said.

‘You see ?’ Ernest said, as he rubbed his back. ‘Why did he choose me ? Two men present, of roughly equal height and build, sitting outside a ladies hairdressers on Grafton street, just trying to earn some money to stay drunk, and who does he choose to perpetrate his threats and violent behaviour upon ? Me. Dear, sweet, innocent me. I am beginning to develop a complex.’

‘How sad,’ Jon reflected,’ that a man could convince himself that he wrote another man’s words of beauty.’

‘You don’t need to tell me,’ Ernest said. ‘You’re just a mere actor. A mimic. I’m the poet. I’m the one with the manuscript. I’m the one who’s poured his soul in verse. All you do, is say other people’s lines.’

‘Personally, I’d rather it that way,’ Jon said. ‘Writer’s don’t seem too happy to me. The good one’s in any case. The good one’s all seem quite miserable. I am quite happy being just an actor.’

‘Maybe I should read from my manuscript,’ Ernest said. ‘I’ve seen it before. Street poets. Maybe that would get us the money we need.’

Jon shook his head.

‘No,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t work. They don’t want original poems.’

‘Why not ?’

Jon shrugged.

‘They want famous poems,’ he said. ‘Poems by people with names they recognise. Poems by people with grand Irish names like Flanagan and Shaughnassy and O’Hush’n.’

‘Well I don’t do other people’s poems,’ Ernest said. ‘I don’t even read other people’s poems. I don’t like anybody’s but my own.’

‘You don’t even like poetry.’

‘That’s right,’ Ernest said. ‘It’s terrible. Dreadful. It needs a revolution. The blueprint for which is in this manuscript.’

 Ernest held his manuscript in the air as if it were an olympic torch.

‘If only the bastards would publish it,’ he said, suddenly losing his enthusiasm. ‘Right now I would be rolling in cash. Swimming in it. I’d have an olympic sized swimming pool full of cash.’

‘That’s not very wise,’ Jon said. ‘You ought to keep it in a bank.’

‘My God,’ Ernest said. ‘You’re right.’

 He calmed down when he remembered he didn’t have any actual money. There was silence for a long while as both men immersed themselves in thought.

‘Isn’t something supposed to be happening ?’ Ernest said finally.

‘Something is happening.’

‘Something else.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well find out.’

‘How ?’

‘What how ?’

‘How, how ?’

‘Hee haw.’

‘Jim jam.’

‘Cat spam.’

Jon began strumming the guitar as they went on and for a while both men wiled away the time singing in nonsensical sentences.

‘Stop,’ Ernest said suddenly.

Jon stopped strumming.

‘That was it. I’ve remembered. You were supposed to be busking.’

‘What about you ?’ Jon asked.

‘I’m going to collect the money,’ Ernest said, taking off his hat. ‘You need somebody to collect the money from the passer’s by. You don’t think people are just going to come and give you money do you ?’

‘I had thought that was the general idea.’

‘Well you’re wrong. You need someone to shout at them.’

‘I don’t think they’re going to give us money if you shout at them,’ Jon said.

‘Who is this “they” you keep referring to ?’ Ernest said. ‘I don’t see anyone.’

‘The people walking by.’

‘Oh yes,’ Ernest said, noticing them for the first time. 

 They were of a variety of different ages, all shapes and sizes. Mostly though, they were young and in groups. A few young couples desperately clutching eachother as if the wind might pick up at any moment and blow the other away. Older couples walking in separate respectful units, staring at the shop windows. Giggling teenage girls in short skirts and low cut tops. Large groups of men with clenched fists and bloodied mouths.

 Ernest shook his head, and did not recognise in any of them, anything of himself. He turned to Jon.

‘Well go on then,’ he said.

Jon strummed the guitar.

‘What’s that ?’ Ernest said.

Jon stopped strumming.

‘What ?’

‘Don’t stop,’ Ernest said.

‘Well I can’t hear you.’

‘What was it anyway ?’ Ernest asked. ‘What were you playing ?’

‘It was called the “I’ve just realised this fisher price guitar doesn’t actually play anything more than three notes” song.’

‘Never heard of it,’ Ernest said. ‘Play something else.’

‘Ernest ?’

‘Yes ?’

‘I’ve just realised this is a fisher price guitar and that it doesn’t play anything more than three notes.’

‘What ?’ Ernest said, picking up the guitar. ‘Oh yes. Damn.’

He shook his head in disbelief.

‘Still,’ he said, ‘I suppose, ordinarily, real guitars aren’t made out of luminous pink plastic.’

‘Yes,’ Jon said.

‘What are we going to do ?’ Ernest asked.

‘Tune this,’ a deep voiced man behind them said.

 Ernest and Jon looked up. Standing above them was a tall burly looking man with a beard dressed in a blonde wig and a light blue dressing gown. Behind him stood a small thin man with a moustache and a long dark dusty coat that seemed to weigh his thin frame down. Underneath the coat he was wearing a long black evening gown.

 The bearded man in the wig was holding out an acoustic guitar to Ernest and Jon.

‘Tune this,’ he said, ‘and I will give you a reward.’

Jon took the guitar in a daze as the two men sat down beside them with large sighs.

‘I myself,’ the man explained, ‘am entirely and indefinitely tone deaf. I tend to find someone who will tune it, however. What I offer in return is my gratitude and a reward.’

The man spoke with a harsh northern English accent.

‘This is Gladyss,’ he said, motioning to his friend. ‘I am Drake.’

‘I am Heratio,’ Ernest said. ‘This is my friend Delila.’

Drake bowed respectfully and winked at Jon/Delila.

‘Can you tune it ?’ Drake asked them. ‘Do you have the ability ?’

Jon nodded.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said.

‘I am completely tone deaf,’ Drake went on as he took a large joint from his pocket and lit it. ‘I cannot distinguish one note from the other. But I can play. I can play alright. Once it is in tune.’

 He handed the joint to Ernest who took a long deep grateful drag. Gladyss declined the joint so Ernest took another long deep drag and nearly passed out. 

‘Strong,’ Drake said. ‘Good stuff.’

Ernest nodded in the general direction of the disembodied voice and contemplated eating his own hat.

‘I am a coal minor from Newcastle Upon Tyne,’ Drake said. ‘Like my father and his father before him.’

Ernest nodded dreamily as Jon continued to tune.

‘Gladyss is a Dublin magician,’ Drake went on.’ He used to do kids parties but the parents grew too afraid.’

‘Ah,’ Ernest said.

‘The dresses,’ Gladyss said, shaking his head sadly.

‘We are disenfranchised,’ Drake said. ‘Doomed to walk the streets forevermore.’

‘So are we,’ Ernest said. ‘Only just today. By our landlord from Galway.’

Drake nodded knowingly.

‘With me it was Margaret Thatcher,’ he said. ‘I once successfully spat at her from fifty yards.’

Gladyss laughed quietly at this.

‘My father and his father and his father before him,’ Drake said, his eyes lost in the past. ‘All went down the pit when men were men and real men wore dresses. My father and his father and his father before him. We drank and smoked and lived in constant filth. We mined and carried and broke our backs by day and by night we wore women’s clothes and danced with eachother in the darkness.

 ‘It was wonderful. We were all part of a prestigious club. My father and his father and his father before him. 

 ‘Part of it was the way they felt. The glamour. The silky smoothness. Nothing was smooth down the pit. All rough edges. We felt alive wearing women’s clothes. And then Margaret Thatcher came along and destroyed it all. Her and those damned environmentalists. Bastards ! Ignorant fools. Clean energy ? Who wants clean energy ? Not me. Not me.’

 Jon was salivating as he watched the joint being passed between Drake and Ernest and back again. He put down the guitar.

‘I’m taking a tuning break,’ he said, taking the joint from Ernest. Drake snatched the joint away from him.

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘No. No. No. When you’ve finished.’

Jon grumpily picked back up the guitar and once again began to tune.

‘Clean energy !’ Drake said contemptuously. ‘There is no such thing as clean energy. There’s energy you can see and energy that you can’t. I’ll take black choking smoke over the invisible stuff any day. At least you know where you are with smoke. That’s why we’re all dying. That’s why we’re all dying out here from unknown causes and unseen filth. Because we turned our back on coal. On what we could see. On what burned and let us know, not seeped and leaked and creeped unseen.’

‘Well said !’ Ernest yelled.

‘There’ll never be another life like it,’ Drake went on. ‘And now we’re all doomed. They all thought they were saving themselves but they were condemning us. Condemning us to extinction from clean, green, invisible deaths.’

‘It is tuned,’ Jon said holding the guitar aloft..

 Sweat poured down his face. Saliva dripped from each corner of his mouth. He reached, with trembling hands, towards the joint.

‘Wait !’ Drake ordered.

 He reached over and gently picked up the guitar. He played the E-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the A-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the D-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the G-string.

‘Not right,’ he declared.

‘Not right ?’ Jon said. ‘I thought you said you were tone deaf.’

‘I am,’ Drake said. ‘But I know when it is not right.’

‘Well in that case,’ Jon said. ‘Why don’t you just fiddle with the nobs till you hear that it no longer sounds wrong, thereby tuning the 

guitar ?’

‘Do you want your hash or no ?’ Drake said.

Jon nodded resignedly and resumed tuning.

‘My friend and I,’ Ernest said, ‘are trying to busk so that we can gain enough money to stay drunk for the foreseeable future.’

‘You shouldn’t drink,’ Drake said. ‘Drink is a terrible thing. It has ruined many a moral man. Hash, on the other hand, is a celestial plant sent by God to demonstrate a sense of spirituality.’

‘Are you a rastafarian ?’ Ernest asked.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I am a transvestite.’

Ernest nodded.

‘I see,’ he said. ‘A transvestite.’

‘No,’ Drake said. ‘A transcendentalist. Well, a transcendentalist transvestite.’

‘I see.’ 

‘No,’ Drake said. ‘No, you don’t. When you have lived as long as I have in deep dark holes and danced contently in high heeled shoes with face as black as soot and had your world torn asunder, been wrenched from your home amongst the brave and the dirty, wrenched up into the harsh white light of despair, then, and only then, might you have half an inkling.’

‘Half an inkling,’ Gladyss said, nodding sadly.

‘Like Gladyss here,’ Drake said. ‘A simple soul with nothing less than affection and love for all creatures who walk this earth and a penchant for wearing designer frocks. A man with no greater ambition than to make every child he comes upon light up with laughter. 

 ‘Now, I ask you, what greater endightment could there be of our society that a man like him, a man of extraordinary kindness, of poise and dignity, be forced out of the only he job he loves, to entertain a child, simply because he does not follow the rules of convention.’

‘I see,’ Ernest said.

‘No,’ Drake said. ‘No you don’t. You don’t know the man. How could you ? This man has a gift. A gift for making the most unhappy child smile. For making a room full of children of any age, race, physical or mental ability or disability, cry with tears of laughter. He could do it, simply by walking into a room. Simply by looking at a child a certain way. Something that you or I can never know or truly understand. Something that we have all forgotten as we grew older. 

 ‘He understands children and they understand him. Something happens between them. Something holy. Something magical. 

 ‘And how did they treat him ? This gifted man, this singularly brilliant man. They hunted him down like he were a rabid dog.  All for unfounded lies and rumours. Fear and ignorance. They are the world’s worst sins and the most prevalent.’

‘I’ve got it,’ Jon cried.

He passed the guitar to Drake as carefully as if it were a porcelain vase.

 Drake played the E-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the A-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the D-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the G-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the B-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval. He played the high E-string. He nodded his head and murmured approval.

‘I sense nothing wrong,’ he pronounced.

Jon smiled with relief and reached for the joint.

‘Wait !’ Drake instructed. ‘The true test is to to play the song. Only when I play the song can I be sure.’

Drake’s fingers poised over the guitar. He steadied himself. Jon began to sweat. 

‘The devil !’ Drake began singing as he strummed the guitar. ’The devil ! The devil ! The devil !’

For ten full minutes Drake played the same chord over and over again as he repeated the only lyric.

‘The devil ?’ he sang. ‘The devil ! The devil ! The devil !’

 Finally, he put the guitar down as Gladyss and Ernest clapped.

‘Very good,’ he told Jon. ‘It is in tune.’

Jon giggled an almost mad giggle and reached for the joint.

‘Sorry,’ Ernest said as he exhaled the last drag. ‘I’m afraid it’s all gone.’

‘It can’t be,’ Jon screamed.

‘Don’t worry,’ Drake soothed. ‘I am very grateful to you. You will not go without. I am a man of my word.’

 Drake took out a crumpled coke can from a plastic bag and a small lump of hash wrapped in tinfoil from his dressing gown pocket. He stared at Jon with a small grin as he burned and crumbled the hash onto the top of the coke can.

‘Are you ready ?’ he asked him when he’d finished.

‘I am,’ Jon said.

‘Put your mouth to this hole at the side of the can,’ Drake said, pointing. ‘And when I tell you to breathe, breathe.’

Jon nodded. Drake lit the crumbled hash at the top of the can. The brown turned to bright red and then to smoke.

‘Breathe,’ Drake screamed.

 Jon breathed. He took deep inhalations of the pure drug. He held it within his lungs till the smoke seeped throughout his body and clouded his brain into a murky thoughtlessness. When the fog lifted, some time later, Jon could see Ernest was already sucking on the can.

‘Sent by God,’ was all Jon could murmur.

 Gladyss laughed and patted him on the back. At some stage he must have gotten wine from somewhere because he was now elegantly sipping from a tall glass. Jon laughed at the fact Gladyss was drinking wine and Gladyss patted him on the back again. The force of pressure made Jon fall forward. Gladyss grabbed him just before his nose hit the ground. Jon began laughing and Gladyss patted him on the back again, nearly knocking him over and then catching him. This procedure was repeated several times over the next few minutes, the laughing, the patting, and the grabbing before injury.

 Jon then picked up the guitar and began strumming and singing Drake’s devil song. Ernest and Drake joined in. Gladyss laughed gleefully. Jon stared down the street as they sang and spotted something that made him think he was hallucinating. There was a large group of angry men heading towards them, clutching sticks and bats and spades and brushes. At the forefront of the group was the young traveller boy from whom Ernest had stolen the plastic guitar. 

 Jon giggled to himself and marvelled at the power of the drug they were smoking. Ernest turned to see what was so funny and nearly had a heart attack. He recognised immediately the very real danger presented by these men.  

‘Oh shit oh shit oh shit,’ he said. ‘We are all going to die horrible, bloody deaths.’

He tried to stand up but only succeeded in falling over, which made all three men laugh. 

‘We’ve got to run,’ Ernest tried to say, but, in his state, it came out as loose tongued babble.

‘Yes,’ Jon said giggling. ‘I entirely agree.’

 Ernest looked back down the street. The travellers were walking a terrible slow motion march. Their mouths opened and closed in unison as they called the battle cry. Saliva dripped from their yellow protruding teeth. The little boy at the front was playing a tin drum and singing a song of violent revenge.

 Ernest grabbed Jon by the collar.

‘We’ve got to run,’ he managed to get out finally in actual words. 

The fog over Jon’s mind began to clear. He stared at the group approaching them.

‘Are we in danger ?’ he asked.

Drake turned around and stared at the group of travellers.

‘No, no,’ Drake said. ‘The travellers are an honourable people. They live by moral codes more sophisticated than our own, passed down from generation to generation over thousands of years. These men are clearly looking for someone who has wronged them. Someone who has perhaps harmed or dishonoured a member of their family. We have nothing to fear from them.’

 Ernest nodded silently. He tried to swallow but found he had no moisture. The young traveller boy at the head of the group spotted them. He stood perfectly still and pointed. The whole group of travellers stood perfectly still and stared at them. For some reason this image finally released Ernest and Jon from their stupified paralysis. Both men jumped into the air and ran. 

‘You have nothing to fear,’ Drake called out after them as they took off, ‘but fear itself.’

 Jon and Ernest ran unsteady pinnochio steps. The person in charge of steering in their brain kept veering them dramatically to the right so that, as they ran, they continually bumped into walls or buildings. They could hear but could not see the chasing pack.

 They ran down Grafton street and turned right up Nassau till they came to Trinity College Dublin. Here they scrambled over the large gates into the green college playing fields and hid flat down in the darkened grass. 

‘We know you’re in there,’ came a deep country voice from the darkness. ‘We have these grounds surrounded and shortly will descend upon you. There is no chance of your escape or that you will breathe for much longer. I am speaking to the shorter one. The one with dark hair. If the other wishes he may come to us now and give up his friend, and we will let him go gladly. We have no bone to pick with him. He should come now or he’ll be sorry later.’

‘Jon ?’ Ernest whispered. ‘Jon, where are you ? You’re not going to  go are you ? You don’t believe him ?’

‘I’m thinking,’ Jon said.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Ernest whispered. ‘They’ll kill us both.’

For a long time there was silence.

‘Jon,’ Ernest whispered desperately. ‘Jon, don’t do it.’

‘I’ve made a decision,’ Jon said. ‘I have decided that, even if it would be in my best interest to go, I cannot. I’m too much of a chicken.’

‘Good. You won’t regret it.’

‘I might regret it,’ Jon said.

 They lay on the dew-drenched grass and listened for sounds of the  approach of certain death. For awhile they heard nothing. Then a faint rustling. A footstep, followed by another. Whispered voices.

‘We should run,’ Jon said. ‘It’s our only chance.’

Ernest considered this.

‘You’re right,’ he decided. ‘We should run immediately.’

‘Agreed,’ Jon said.

Both men lay very quietly and still.

‘You go first,’ Jon said finally.

‘No,’ Ernest replied.

They lay deathly still and only breathed when absolutely necessary. A pitch fork suddenly hit the earth approximately three inches from Ernest’s face.

‘Ahhhhh !’ he screamed.

 Ernest stood up, plucked the pitch fork from the ground and ran screaming through the oncoming crowd of travellers. He felt the fork pierce something soft and let go of it, continuing to run and scream as bodies flew left right and centre. Jon ran screaming behind him through the newly created gap.

 They ran till they could no longer feel their own legs and still kept going. They were sure that the travellers were right behind them and that, at any minute, they would be struck down by heavy, fatal blows.
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