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 “SAY WHAT YOU SAID BECAUSE I KNOW.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“Out with it I tell you.”


“I don’t know I said anything.”


“F-U-C-K is what you said, isn’t it? That profane and ugly word. Now do you think you can bluff your way out of it?”


“I didn’t mean, it just came out.”


“The filth that’s in your head came out, you mean. And I’m going to teach you a lesson for once. You’d think there’d be some respect for your dead mother left in the house. And trying to sing dumb—as if butter wouldn’t melt. But I’ll teach you.”


He took the heavy leather strap he used for sharpening his razor from its nail on the side of the press.


“Come on with me. Upstairs. I’ll teach you a lesson for once. I’ll teach you a lesson for once,” he said with horrible measured passion through his teeth, the blood mounted to his face. “I’ll teach you a lesson this house won’t forget in a hurry.”


“I didn’t mean it, Daddy. I didn’t mean it, it just slipped out.”


“Up the stairs. March. I’m telling you. Up the stairs.”


By the shoulder Mahoney pushed him out the door into the hallway towards the stairs.


“March, march, march,” he kept grinding as they went. “Quickly. No, not in there,” when he turned for the room where they both slept together. “Into the girls’ room. This’ll have to be witnessed. I’ll teach a lesson this house won’t forget.”


The two large beds where all the girls slept faced the door, the little table between them, and above it on the wall the picture of the Ascension. A plywood wardrobe and a black leather armchair stood beside the empty fireplace. Mona rose out of the bedclothes in fright at their coming.


“I’m going to teach this gent a lesson. Your sister can be witness of this. Now off with your clothes. I’m going to teach you a lesson. Quick. Strip. Off with your clothes.”


Slowly, in a dazed horror, he got off his jacket and wept.


“No. I didn’t mean it, Daddy. It just slipped out.”


“Off with your jersey. Quick. We can’t stand here all day,” a white froth showed on his lips. The eyes stared out beyond the walls of the room. The belt twitched against his trousers, an animal’s tail.


“Off with the trousers. Off with trousers.”


“No, no.”


“Off with the trousers, I said.”


He just moved closer. He didn’t lift a hand, as if the stripping compelled by his will alone gave him pleasure.


“Off with the trousers,” and with frightened weeping the trousers were let slip down around the ankles on the floor.


“Off with the shirt,” he ground quietly, and when the shirt was off the boy stood completely naked. With the belt he pointed to the armchair.


“Into that chair with you. On your mouth and nose. I’ll give your arse something it won’t forget in a hurry.”


“No, Daddy, no. I didn’t mean,” he gave one last whimper but he had to lie in the chair, lie there and wait as a broken animal. Something in him snapped. He couldn’t control his water and it flowed from him over the leather of the seat. He’d never imagined horror such as this, waiting naked for the leather to come down on his flesh, would it ever come, it was impossible and yet nothing could be much worse than this waiting.


“I’ll teach you a lesson for once,” and then he cried out as the leather came, exploding with a shot on the leather of the armrest over his ear, his whole body stiff, sweat breaking, and it was impossible to realize he hadn’t actually been hit yet.


“No, no, no,” he cried as he tried to rise.


“Don’t move. Don’t move. Move and I’ll cut that arse off you. I’m only giving you a taste of what you’re going to get. I’m just showing you and shut that shouting,” and he was willed by fear back on his mouth and nose, not able to move, shivering fits beginning to come, and the anguish and squalor was impossible, but would the black leather cut across his flesh this time, it was horrible and worse than death to think.


It came as it came before, a rifle crack on the armrest, the same hysterical struggle, and he hadn’t been hit yet, it was unreal.


“Don’t move and shut that shouting,” and when he was reasonably still except for the shivering and weeping, the leather came for the third time exactly as before. He didn’t know anything or what he was doing or where the room was when the leather exploded on the black armrest beside where his ear was.


“Shut up that racket and get on your feet. Quick. And shut up. It’s on the bare skin you’ll get it the next time but that taste’ll do for this time. Get your clothes on you. You can count yourself lucky. Get up. Get up.”


It was such a struggle to realize it was over. He had to try to get on his feet out of the chair, it was a kind of tearing, and to stand naked on the floor. The shivering fits of crying came and went, but quieter. He was only aware of Mona’s frightened wailing in the bed when Mahoney shouted, “You in the bed shut up before you get cause. Shut up now. Let that be a lesson to you. I don’t know whether it’s sick you are or foxing in that bed these last days. And you—you get your clothes, and waste no time getting downstairs,” he turned to the naked boy before he left the room, his face still red and heated, the leather hanging dead in his hand.


It was a real struggle to get each piece of clothing on after he’d gone, the hands clumsy and shaking. The worst was the vapoury rush of thoughts, he couldn’t get any grip on what had happened to him, he’d never known such a pit of horror as he’d touched, nothing seemed to matter any more. His mother had gone away years before and left him to this. Day of sunshine he’d picked wild strawberries for her on the railway she was dying.


“Did he hit you at all?” Mona was asking from the bed.


“No.”


The word opened such a floodgate that he had to hurry out of the room with the last of his clothes in his hands, by the front door out to the old bolted refuge of the lavatory, with the breeze blowing in its one airhole. There they all rushed hours as these to sit in the comforting darkness and reek of Jeyes Fluid to weep and grope their way in hatred and self-pity back to some sort of calm.
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THEY ALL GOT BEATINGS, OFTEN FOR NO REASON, BECAUSE THEY laughed when he was in foul humour, but they learned to make him suffer—to close their life against him and to leave him to himself.


“I’m told nothing in this house, never. I might as well be a leper but who’s bringing you up alone without help, who’s earning the bread,” he’d complain.


They’d listen silently, with grave faces: but once they’d turn to each other they’d smile cruelly. He couldn’t have it both ways. He’d put himself outside and outside they’d make him stay. Neither brutality nor complaining could force a way in but it was not so easy to keep him out when he changed and offered them an outing, to Duffy’s circus, or a day on the river.


“It’d be nice to make a day of it fishing tomorrow.”


They’d make no answer, they’d watch him and each other, they didn’t trust.


“Why can’t you speak out? We could go after first Mass and bring sandwiches and make a day of it.”


“It’d be nice,” they weren’t sure, they didn’t trust enough to want to go.


“We’d be able to get bottles of lemonade to drink with the sandwiches at Knockvicar. We might get a few pike too.”


And suddenly they trusted again because they wanted, he was their father, this time might be different and happy. They laughed. Tomorrow they’d go together in the tarred boat to Knockvicar.


The old boat held together by tar and pitch and sand was moored under a sally on the river, dead leaves of the sally on the ribs and floorboards with the fish scales.


They took their places in the boat before he untied it, and with one knee on the edge drove it out into the stream, and clambered on to the rowing-seat while it was moving. They began to let out the spoons as he pulled.


“Watch now. Hold the lines tight. I hear a twenty-pounder coming round by Moran’s Bay on a motor-bike,” he joked and they laughed but their fingers trembled on the white lines, feeling the vibration of the spoons and then someone shouted.


“I have a one, Daddy. He’s pulling. Quick.”


“Watch that you don’t give him slack line. Hold him,” he shouted back. He started to row fiercely, shouting, “Try and keep the boat shifting,” as he let go the oars to take the line. They took his place at the oars but they were too excited to pull much.


“Try and keep the boat on the move,” he had to say.


They watched him drag the fighting fish close, hand over hand.


“He’s a good one. He’s trying for the bottom.”


And then the fish was sliding towards the boat on the surface, the mouth open, showing the vicious teeth and the whiteness and the spoon hooked in the roof of the mouth. He would make his last fight at the side of the boat, it was dangerous if the hooks weren’t in firmly, he could shake them free, the sinking of the heart as they rattled loose. But Mahoney had leaned out and got him by the gills with his fingers. He was lifting him into the boat.


“He’s four pounds. That’s a start, I’m telling you.”


They watched the pike on the floorboards and they gloated, the gleaming yellow stripes across the back and the white swollen belly, the jaws with the vicious rows of teeth snapping air as blood trickled from the gills.


When the boat was moving again, all the spoons rescued from the bottom and spinning, the bell for second Mass came clear over the water.


“It’s only eleven yet and we have a right pike,” he said as he rowed. Soon the noise of cars and speech crossing the bridge in the distance on the way to Mass mingled with the constant rippling of the oars. The last bell rang when there was quiet.


“They’re starting into Mass now. If you’re not early afoot and at first Mass there’s no length left in the day. It’s gone and wasted.”


“And we’ve a pike caught, Daddy.”


“We have and most of the day left and on the river.”


“I’ve a one this time,” a shout rose. Another fish was hooked. The same struggle started. And the boat was sliding in its own ripple in the narrow reaches of the river, in the calm under the leaning trees of Oakport, wood strawberries in the moss under the heaviest beeches, cattle in the fields the side facing the wood. He rowed that way under the trees to Knockvicar, where he bought lemonade in the post office, and they ate the sandwiches on the river bank. Afterwards he slept with his straw hat over his face while they left the bottles back and played.


He woke in less than the hour, but he was drowsy and different; though he said, “This is the way to live,” as he pushed the boat with an oar out from the bank, the effort to still praise the day was growing strained, and a wary silence grew over the boat turned towards home. Mahoney rowed in silence, it was easy in the calm of Oakport, but once they left the narrower reaches he had to fight the wind.


“A sleep in the middle of the day if you’re not used to it gives you a damned headache,” he was tiring, cursing every time the waves fouled his stroke, and in this rough water they let the lines cross and tangle without noticing, they were so intent and anxious. When they did it was too late and once he saw the mess his growing frustration turned their way.


“Now do you see,” he left the oars. “Too cursed lazy to watch the lines while I break my back against this wind.”


Except for one line out on a bamboo rod the spinning spoons had turned the lines into a tangle that’d take hours to loose.


“It’ll take a day to get that mess out and to think I brought you out fishing. We have to row home with one bait out. What tempted me to bring you at all. God, Ο God, such a mis-fortunate crowd of ignoramuses to be saddled with,” he shouted, while they listened in hatred, they shouldn’t have trusted, they hadn’t even wanted to come out, they could take his throat, but they were afraid to even stir on the seats.


He was grinding his teeth, a habit when he was in a rage, and then he caught two of them and shook them violently.


“Too useless to do anything while I kill myself,” he mouthed and only for the dangerous rocking of the boat his rage would have carried him on its own impetus.


“Such a cross to have to live under,” he complained back at the oars, and started to pull furiously, the boat lifting against the rock of water, the line on the bamboo rod taut with the speed and the spoon pulled to the surface far behind and glittering.


They sat in silence, the boredom of watching the oars, violence was preferable to this constant nagging. “God, Ο God, Ο God, such a curse,” at the oars.


The seagulls were screaming over their island of bare rocks ringed with reeds on McCabe’s shore as the nag-nag-nag went like a hacksaw across the steel of their hatred.


They carried the fish home in the same dogged silence, with the tangled lines, and there he changed again.


“It was a good day’s outing we had anyhow,” he enthused.


“It was good,” they were utterly watchful.


“We must go on the river oftener.”


“It’d be nice to go.”


“What about a game of cards?” he took the pack from the window.


“We have to tidy up and get the dinner ready for tomorrow.”


“But that won’t take you all night. You can manage it later.”


“We better scale and gut the pike too, they go bad quick this time. It won’t take too long. Then we can play,” they evaded.


They gathered in the scullery to do the very little they had to do: scrape the scales of the pike with the big bread-knife, cabbage put with a portion of bacon in the aluminium saucepan and the potatoes washed and left ready, the dusk broken by a candle burning on a canister lid in the window.


“Does anyone want a game of cards?” a softly mimicking voice caused a stifled burst of laughing as they finished.


They stood stiff to listen in the scullery. His chair creaked. The habitual hissing he made with his lips when he played alone came. Buttons of his sleeve scraped on the wooden edge. His hands brushed the soft green surface on the table as he gathered in the cards for the flick-flick of the patient dealing again. A grim smile of understanding showing on the faces in the scullery with the candle flame burning before the shaving-mirror in the window.


“Let him play alone.”
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THE WORST WAS TO HAVE TO SLEEP WITH HIM THE NIGHTS HE wanted love, strain of waiting for him to come to bed, no hope of sleep in the waiting—counting and losing the count of the thirty-two boards across the ceiling, trying to pick out the darker circles of the knots beneath the varnish. Watch the moon on the broken brass bells at the foot of the bed. Turn and listen and turn. Go over the day that was gone, what was done or left undone, or dream of the dead days with her in June.


The dreams and passing of time would break with the noise of the hall door opening, feet on the cement, his habitual noises as he drank barley water over the dying fire, and at last the stockinged feet on the stairs.


He was coming and there was nothing to do but wait and grow hard as stone and lie.


“Are you sleeping?”


The one thing was to keep the eyes shut no matter what and to lie stiff as a board.


“You’re asleep so?”


It was such breathing relief to hear the soft plump of his clothes being let fall on the floor. And then the winding of the clock.


A sudden pause instead of him pulling back the sheets, he was fumbling through the heap of clothes on the floor. A match struck and flared in the dark. It was brought close. He could feel the heat on his face. His lids lit up like blood- soaked curtains. With a cry he turned sideways and brought his hands to his face. When he could look the flame had burned down the black char of matchwood to Mahoney’s fingers, and his face was ugly with suspicion.


“You were quick to wake?”


He’d have to pull himself together to answer.


“I was sleeping. I felt something.”


The match flame had burned out.


“You didn’t seem to be sleeping much to me?”


“I was sleeping. I got frightened.”


Hatred took the place of fear, and it brought the mastery of not caring much more. No one had right to bring a match burning close to his face in the night to see if he was sleeping or not.


“I was sleeping and you frightened me with the match. Did you want me for anything that you cracked the match?”


“No. I just wanted to see if you were asleep and alright. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”


At the window he wound the green clock, the key twisted in the silence, he pulled back the clothes, and awkwardly got into bed. The feet were cold as clay as they touched on the way down.


“Will you be able to sleep now?”


“Soon. I’ll be able to go to sleep.”


“I’m sorry I woke you up. I just cracked the match to see if you were alright. You don’t mind now, do you?”


“No. I don’t mind. It’s alright.”


“We’re too cooped up in ourselves here. That’s the trouble. We haven’t had a word for ages together. People need an outing now and again. You’d like a day out, wouldn’t you? We could go to town together. We could have tea in the Royal Hotel. It’d be a change. It’d take us out of ourselves. People get cooped up in themselves. You’d like to go to town, wouldn’t you?” the voice was growing restless with excitement.


“It’d be nice,” the wary answer came, there had been too many of those midnight heart-easings that could go on far into the mornings. All this talk and struggle to get to terms or understanding that’d last for no longer than the sleep of this night. It was always changed by the morning: shame and embarrassment and loathing, the dirty rags of intimacy. The struggle was not his struggle nor the words, and there were worse things in these nights than words.


“In every house there are differences. Things don’t all the time run smooth. Though that’s not what counts, sure it’s not.”


“No.”


“As long as we know that. That’s all that matters. Even though things don’t run right. As long as people know that, what happens doesn’t matter as long as the feeling between them is right. Then things can’t run wrong for long, isn’t that right?”


“That’s right.”


“Even Up Above there was trouble. There’s differences everywhere. But that’s not what matters. Everyone loses their temper and says things and does things but as long as you know there’s love there it doesn’t matter. Don’t you know I love you no matter what happens?”


“I do.”


“And you love your father?”


“I do.”


“You’ll give your father a kiss so?”


The old horror as hands were put about him and the other face closed on his, the sharp stubble grown since the morning and the nose and the kiss, the thread of the half-dried mucus coming away from the other lips in the kiss.


“You don’t have to worry about anything. There’s no need to be afraid or cry. Your father loves you,” and hands drew him closer. They began to move in caress on the back, shoving up the nightshirt, downwards lightly to the thighs and heavily up again, the voice echoing rhythmically the movement of the hands.


“You don’t have to worry about anything. Your father loves you. You like that—it’s good for you—it relaxes you—it lets you sleep. Would you like me to rub you here? It’ll ease wind. You like that? It’ll let you sleep.”


The words drummed softly as the stroking hands moved on his belly, down and up, touched with the fingers the thighs again, and came again on the back.


“We’ll go to town one of these days. We can walk together round the shops and look for a new suit for you in Curleys. We can go to the Royal Hotel for tea.”


The hands moved more tensely. The breathing quickened.


“You like that. It’s good for you,” the voice breathed jerkily now to the stroking hands.


“I like that.”


There was nothing else to say, it was better not to think or care, and the hands—the rhythmic words—were a kind of pleasure if thought and loathing could be shut out. The growing hotness and the sweat were the worst but it was better to lie in the arms and not listen except to the thick lulling rhythm of the voice as the hands stroked and not listen and not care. It was easy that way except for the waves of loathing that would not stay back.


“You’ll kiss your father good night?”


The lips closed and breath went as his arms crushed, now the repulsion of the mad flesh crushing in the struggle for breath.


“Good night, sleep well,” he said and it was unimaginable relief to be free and to suck breath in and to wipe his track off the lips.


“Good night, Daddy.”


“Good night, my son. Go to sleep now.”


There was no hope of sleep, though soon the heavy breathing told that Mahoney had moved almost immediately into sleep. It was impossible to lie close. The loathing was too great. He lay far out on the bed’s edge, but as Mahoney moved in his sleep all the clothes began to be dragged away, gathering in a huge ball around Mahoney, till only a sheet was left to cover him out on the bed’s edge. It was bitterly cold and the loathing had soon to perish in the cold. He had to draw close to the sleeping heap of warmth. He tried to ease the clothes out from underneath the great body, but it needed too much force, it was too risky—he might wake. Not even whimpering could pass the time for long. The loud ticking of the clock filled the room when that stopped. As light grew its face would grow clear, it’d be possible to read the figures, but that was too far away in this cold under the single linen sheet. He tried again to free some clothes and the eiderdown came. He could bear it now. Though he’d give anything he had for one more blanket or the morning yet. Lunatic hatred rose choking against the restless sleeping bulk in the ball of blankets, the stupid bulk that had no care for anything except itself.


The bats screeched continually round the eaves outside. Morning got closer, and the fleas were biting. One was feeding on his shoulder. He tried to crush blindly down with his hand but it was no use. At least they were at his father too, that was why the bulk sleeping in the pile of blankets was so restless, other nights he slept like a log. They’d wake him yet. He was trying to scratch in his sleep. The fleas were having a real feast. He’d have to wake soon, and soon he did, an arm tearing itself free of the blankets.


“Are you sleeping?”


“No.”


“Do you find anything?”


“I think the fleas are at it,” he was able to keep the laugh back.


“I seem to be just one itch. They’re going mad. The dose of DDT last month must have done no good.”


He got out on the floor, found the box of matches, and lit the lamp on the table.


He dealt with his shirt first, taking it off, examining it inch by inch on the table. Each flea he found he kept it pressed under his hand till it was dead or exhausted. He’d catch it between both thumb-nails then, where it cracked utterly out of life, a red speck of skin and blood crushed on the nail.


The hunt started, five fleas in the sheets lively and hard to nail, but the blankets were easier, the fleas there warm and lazy with blood in the wool. The thumb-nails were easily brought to bear, there was no danger of the lightning hop free, they were too drugged, and one movement crushed them into another red speck in their sleep.


“If we don’t get our death out of this we’ll be alright,” Mahoney said when it was over. “Sixteen fleas in the bed. We’ll just have to get boxes of ddt and fumigate the whole house tomorrow. Do you think you’ll be able to go to sleep now?”


“I’ll be able to sleep.”


Mahoney’s eyes caught the red on his own thumb-nails as he turned to quench the lamp. He brought them closer in fascination, bending his hair dangerously into the heat of the lamp.


“Your blood and mine,” Mahoney said. “Those bastards feeding all the night on our blood. The quicker we get the ddt the better. Just think of it—those bastards feeding all the night on your blood and mine.”


He blew out the flame and got into bed. The heavy blankets were marvellous and warm after. There was no repulsion as their flesh touched deep down in the clothes. There was no care of anything any more.


“Try and get some sleep, it’ll be soon morning.”


“Good night, Daddy.”


“Good night. Try and get some sleep like a good man.”
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FATHER GERALD CAME EVERY YEAR, HE WAS A COUSIN AND HIS coming was a kind of watch. Mahoney hated it, but because of his fear of a priest’s power he made sure to give the appearance of a welcome.


The front room was dusted and swept, the calico covers removed from the armchairs. A fire burned in the grate from early morning. A hen was killed and cooked for cold chicken, the set of wedding china unrolled out of the protective sheets in the bottom of the press. Though even in the lamplight and the friendly hissing of logs on the fire, the cloth bleached in the frost white as snow on the table, the room remained lifeless as any other good example.


“What do you want to be in the world?” the priest asked as the evening wore.


“I don’t know, father. Whatever I’m let be I suppose.”


“That’s good truth out of your mouth for once,” Mahoney asserted. “It’s not what you want to be, it’s what you’ll be let be. He’ll be like me I suppose. He’ll wear out his bones on the few acres round this house and be buried at the end of the road.”


“We’ll be all buried,” the priest insisted with an icy coldness, and it made the father crazy to do some violence.


“I sincerely hope so,” he’d no care left whether he con¬ cealed his hatred or not any more. “It’s some comfort to know that if you’re not buried for love’s sake you’ll be buried for the stink’s sake at any rate.”


A flush coloured in the priest’s pale and sunken cheeks but he stayed calm.


“He may not have to slave on any farm. He’s been always head of his class.”


“I was head of my class once too and far it got me.”


“Times have changed. There are openings and oppor-tunities today that never were before.”


“I don’t see them if there is, you can go to England, that’s all I see.”


He’d not be like his father if he could. He’d be a priest if he got the chance, and there were dreams of wooden pulpits and silence of churches, walking between yew and laurel paths in prayer, an old house with ivy and a garden, orchards behind. He’d walk that way through life towards the un-namable heaven of joy, not his father’s path. He’d go free in God’s name.


“Don’t worry. Work at your books at school and we’ll see what happens,” the priest said as he shook hands at the gate.


“Work at your books,” the father mimicked as his car left. “They’re free with plans for other people’s money, not their own. There he goes. Christmas comes but once a year.”


He worked through the winter as hard as he was able and in summer won a scholarship to the Brothers’ College. There wasn’t much rejoicing.


“Take it if you want and don’t take it if you don’t want. It’s your decision. I won’t have you blaming me for the rest of your life that the one chance you did get that I stood in your way. Do what you want to do.”


He knew Mahoney wanted him to stay from school and work in the fields.


“I’ll take it,” he said in spite of what he knew.


“Take it so and may it choke you but I’ll not have you saying in after years that I kept you from it.”


“I’ll go,” he said and he knew he was defying Mahoney, some way he’d be made pay for it.


A second-hand bicycle was got and fixed up. In September he started.


He hadn’t long to wait for trouble. The new subjects didn’t leave him much time to give the help in the fields Mahoney had been used to. There was constant trouble, it rose to a warning when he refused to stop for the potato digging.


“I can’t. I’ll miss too much. Once you fall behind it’s too hard to catch up.”


“Go but I’m warning you that what I dig must be off the ridges before night.”


“I’ll be home quick. The evenings are long enough yet.”


“That’s your business. But I’m warning you it’ll be your own funeral if they’re not off the ridges before night.”


The first two evenings they were able to have the ridges cleared before dark. Mahoney seemed disappointed. He kept complaining, he wanted trouble, and he had only to wait for the next evening to get his chance. It came stormy, the sky a turmoil of black shifting cloud, and the wind so strong on the open parts of the road that not even stepping on the pedals could force the bike much faster than walking pace. The others were afraid in the kitchen when he came home late.
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