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  INTRODUCTION




  I cannot think of any other opening to a novel that captures me quite like this:




  

    

      When I was a young lad twenty or thirty or forty years ago I lived in a small town where they were all after me on account of what I done on Mrs Nugent. I was hiding out by

      the river in a hole under a tangle of briars. It was a hide me and Joe made. Death to all dogs who enter here, we said. Except us of course.


    


  




  The manic pulse of tragic inevitability that courses through the book is set in motion by this first paragraph with such deliberate force that it surprised me to learn that these were the last

  words of the novel that the author wrote. Here, immediately, is the singular voice – playful, idiomatic, unreliable – of Francie Brady, at once implanting the reader inside his

  mind.




  One of the powerful ironies of the book is that the voice exerts a control over us, in the sense that we cannot break from it, while the narrator is himself never fully in control of it. The

  syntax runs wild; the real mingles with delusion; time gapes and contracts. Everything – the description, the detail, the ragged storytelling – is generated through the warped oddball

  consciousness of Francie. There is never a moment when we feel that an idea has been transposed to fit into it. We are bound to him from the get-go. Off on our travels – ‘Saddle up!

  We’re riding out! Yee-haa!’




  The events of the novel take place in a small, unnamed Irish town during the late fifties and early sixties – the final part to a fevered backdrop of the Cuban missile crisis. Francie,

  though, does not share everybody else’s trepidation about the end of the world: ‘New Fears? That was a laugh. I never felt better.’ He is separate, in this, in all things, from

  those around him, preoccupied with comics, Flash Bars, John Wayne, hacking at the ice with his friend Joe. And with the middle-class family recently returned from London – the Nugents.

  Central to the sorrow – and the tension – of The Butcher Boy is our building awareness that these fixations, as he grows older, as he slides further into mental illness, will

  never leave him.




  One of my favourite scenes is in the Bundoran hotel where Francie sits down to eat, a few tables away from a businessman ‘who looked like Humpty Dumpty’s brother’.




  

    

      I wanted to leap into the air like Green Lantern or the Human Torch and land at Humpty’s table. OK Humpty let’s talk about your brother! I want the lowdown on

      these communists and I want it now!


    


  




  The businessman clearly thinks that he’s had his breakfast interrupted by a lunatic. Yet to the reader, there is a logic to the flow of Francie’s thoughts. We get it, because we are

  so embedded inside his head. And there is an enjoyment in the fact that we understand at the same time the incomprehension of Humpty, and anybody else not inside Francie’s head, because we

  recognize how we would ourselves respond to a lunatic in the restaurant. It is in that relationship between the interior and the exterior – normality; his normality – that the novel

  finds its humour, pathos and truth. The real is thrown into shocking light by the dramatic irony that we are viewing, through Francie, a reality that he does not always understand. Naturalistic

  fiction would not be able to achieve this double-edged truth. McCabe has said that ‘I’ve always felt that naturalism or social realism only provides a third of the story . . . [it]

  gives you the marble but not the inscape of the statue.’ Instead, what we are presented with in The Butcher Boy, to use the author’s preferred term, is the ‘social

  fantastic’.




  I don’t cry a lot. There is one portion of this novel, though (when Francie first starts working at the slaughterhouse), that brings me as close to it as anything in fiction ever has: a

  dramatic irony that is stretched out over twenty pages of a scenario that we gradually understand but Francie cannot, or will not. The real is so often heightened by Francie’s inability, or

  refusal, to interpret. In one beautifully wrought scene, his uncle Alo returns from Camden for a much anticipated party. Through the deranged fog of Francie’s excitement there is an intimate

  sadness at work. Alo comes into the presence of Mary, and an old love burns hopelessly amidst the crowd. It is in the capturing of small details, the momentary stills of ‘trembling

  lips’, of Mary ‘hunched . . . up over the keyboard’ that we grasp the bigger picture, one that is made all the more powerful because it is undeclared.




  Early in the novel, Francie walks in on his mother’s suicide attempt:




  

    

      . . . when I got into the kitchen who’s there only ma standing there and a chair sideways on the table. What’s that doing up there ma I says it was fuse wire

      belonging to da just dangling but she didn’t say what it was doing there she was just stood there picking at her nail and going to say something and then not saying it.


    


  




  Those details of the ‘sideways’ chair, the fuse wire, the image of her ‘picking at her nail’, resonate with a horrible power for us – while Francie runs away

  delightedly, Yee ha!, to buy two Flash Bars and a macaroon from the shop.




  And yet, running through the novel, there is the insinuation of another cognisance beneath the narrative surface. The glimpsed possibility – underneath all the obfuscating layers of

  fantasy, schizophrenia, alcohol and drug use – that he does understand. That he sometimes knows it ‘was only me raving and didn’t happen’. This buried understanding appears

  most often during, or shortly after, the most acutely traumatic moments of the book. He may have bombed off to the sweet shop after seeing his ma up there on the table, but a few pages later, when

  he is induced into a delusion by the sight of Mrs Nugent and her son Philip on the footpath, it is his own deeply repressed shame that we read in the conversation he concocts:




  

    

      Just stands there on the landing and lets the father do what he likes to her. You’d never do the like of that would you Philip? . . . Of course you know what she was

      doing with the fuse wire don’t you Philip?


    


  




  It is tempting, but perhaps too simplistic, to think of The Butcher Boy as part of a wave of Irish fiction expressive of an emergent, open Ireland, desirous to lay bare the ills and

  injustices of the post-independence period. There is, if you want to frame it in this way, a literature of the side-lined, the brutalized, the stigmatized and abandoned, which would include McCabe

  among its practitioners – alongside Dermot Bolger, Dermot Healy, Roddy Doyle, all forerun by the myth-busting arrival, thirty years earlier, of Edna O’Brien. I feel, instinctively,

  though, that placing The Butcher Boy, or any of these writers’ books, inside a stable of thought is partly misleading. Largely because I don’t imagine for a moment that The

  Butcher Boy’s author would do so himself, or that such an impulse towards a perceived movement of contemporaries could have motivated him to write the novel. It is the job of critical and

  social commentators to make such connections. For an author to do so would likely result in work that strikes a false, polemical, note. Personally, the novel which I cannot help but hold up against

  The Butcher Boy is John McGahern’s Amongst Women, published two years earlier, and also focused on mid-century small-town Ireland – because of the complete opposition,

  formally, linguistically, of the two books: Amongst Women a masterpiece of constraint, its violence and history muted, suppressed; The Butcher Boy, on the other hand, letting loose

  its sentences and its violence with joyous frightening abandon.




  It is somewhat more feasible to draw the connections between The Butcher Boy and other examples of McCabe’s work. In particular, the novels published most closely to it –

  Carn, The Dead School, Breakfast on Pluto – which contain the same huddled intensity of small-town life, and of characters on the fringes through whom society is

  refracted, hoisted up and pinned to the wall.




  Undeniably, The Butcher Boy exposes the cruelties of a conservative Catholic institutionalism that Francie is repeatedly returned to, made ever more vulnerable to abuse, or to his own

  mind, with never a suggestion of the support he so clearly requires. Nor do the people of the town offer any assistance. Mrs Connolly might come round to clean the house at one point, but Francie

  is from the beginning an ostracized figure, kept always at a watchful distance by a populace eager to whisper its judgements, but never to get involved in Francie’s broken family unit of

  alcoholic father and manic-depressive mother.




  Nonetheless, it is the town and its inhabitants that give so much colour to the book. There is a febrile energy to the place that Francie, inside but outside of it, is uniquely able to convey:

  of the children on the lane or the women gossiping in the shop; of the drunk lad (McCabe, incidentally, made a brief cameo appearance as a town drunk in the 1997 film of the novel), or Grouse

  Armstrong, tearing out of the slaughterhouse with a string of intestines; of the Virgin Mary speaking through Mickey Traynor’s daughter on the Diamond as the townspeople clamour for the end

  of the world.




  If the town, and his parents, have given Francie anything, it is an inheritance of shame.




  

    

      God’s curse the fucking day I ever set eyes on you!


    


  




  The desperate echo of this phrase, shouted by his father to his mother, can be heard aimed at Francie throughout the book. Shame grips him at every turn, inhibiting his development. A great part

  of the sadness of The Butcher Boy is in the realization that Francie will never become an adult. He experiences no proper childhood, no stability, from which to move on – a situation

  made all the more poignant by his longing for it. Over and over, we find him seeking to construct an invented history of normality: the Alo party is a roaring success; he journeys to the site of

  his parents’ honeymoon in Bundoran and the B&B where he imagines them lying on the bedspread thinking about ‘all the beautiful things in the world’. Ultimately, it is a search

  that only ever leads him to the replication of familial shame – drinking; attempting suicide; being taken away to ‘the garage’ – or to enraged confrontation with his

  family’s antithesis, the TV advert happy Nugents.




  The most sombre marker of Francie’s stultified development is the growing up of his best friend Joe. In a narrative in which the passage of time is so unclear (located obliquely through

  real life events such as the Munich air disaster, 1958, and the Cuban missile crisis, 1962) it is Joe’s educational, social and sexual development that points to the emptiness of

  Francie’s. While Joe moves on to a mature life of his own, Francie will be forever hacking at the puddles of ice on the lane. It takes on a terrible symbolism, that lane. The image of it

  becomes part of a gathering army of crystalline details, every one of which has a particular symbolic meaning that is compounded by relentless iteration. Snowdrops. Pilchards. Flies. Flash Bars.

  Goldfish. Orange skies. To every reader who has been moved by The Butcher Boy, the mention of any of these words cuts straight to a deep, sad knowledge. Together, they symbolize the bars of

  a cage that Francie, with the collusion of all around him, makes for himself – a physical but essentially mental confinement that we take a wild pleasure from, trapped inside his head,

  although we know, as he knows, that he can never be let free.




  

    

      I felt like laughing in his face: How can your solitary finish?




      That’s the best laugh yet.


    


  




  Ross Raisin




  





  For the McCabes,


  Brian, Eugene, Mary, and Dympna




  





  When I was a young lad twenty or thirty or forty years ago I lived in a small town where they were all after me on account of what I done on Mrs Nugent. I was hiding

  out by the river in a hole under a tangle of briars. It was a hide me and Joe made. Death to all dogs who enter here, we said. Except us of course.




  You could see plenty from the inside but no one could see you. Weeds and driftwood and everything floating downstream under the dark archway of the bridge. Sailing away to Timbuctoo. Good luck

  now weeds, I said.




  Then I stuck my nose out to see what was going on. Plink – rain if you don’t mind!




  But I wasn’t complaining. I liked rain. The hiss of the water and the earth so soft bright green plants would nearly sprout beside you. This is the life I said. I sat there staring at a

  waterdrop on the end of a leaf. It couldn’t make up its mind whether it wanted to fall or not. It didn’t matter – I was in no hurry. Take your time drop, I said –

  we’ve got all the time we want now.




  We’ve got all the time in the world.




  I could hear a plane droning far away. One time we were standing in the lane behind the houses shading our eyes from the sun and Joe says: Did you see that plane Francie? I

  said I did. It was a tiny silver bird in the distance. What I want to know is, he said, how do they manage to get a man small enough to fit in it? I said I didn’t know. I didn’t know

  much about planes in them days.




  I was thinking about Mrs Nugent standing there crying her eyes out. I said sure what’s the use in crying now Nugent it was you caused all the trouble if you hadn’t poked your nose in

  everything would have been all right. And it was true. Why would I want to harm her son Philip – I liked him. The first day he came to the school Joe says to me did you see the new fellow?

  Philip Nugent is his name. O, I says, I’ll have to see this. He had been to a private school and he wore this blazer with gold braid and a crest on the breast pocket. He had a navy blue cap

  with a badge and grey socks. What do you make of that says Joe. Woh boy, I said, Philip Nugent. This is Philip Nugent, said the master, he’s come to join us. Philip used to live in London but

  his parents are from the town and they have come back here to live. Now I want you to make him feel at home won’t you? He was like Winker Watson out of the Dandy in this get-up of his

  only Winker was always up to devilment and Philip was the opposite. Every time you saw him he was investigating insects under rocks or explaining to some snottery-nosed young gawk about the boiling

  point of water. Me and Joe used to ask him all about this school. We said: What about these secret meetings and passwords? Tell us about the tuck shop – come on Philip but I don’t think

  he knew what we were talking about. The best thing about him was his collection of comics. I just can’t get over it, said Joe, I never seen anything like it. He had them all neatly filed away

  in shirt boxes not a crease or a dog-ear in sight. They looked as if they had come straight out of the shop. There were comics there we had never seen before in our lives and we thought we knew

  plenty about comics. Mrs Nugent says: Make sure not to damage any of those now they cost money. We said: We won’t! – but afterwards Joe said to me: Francie we’ve got to

  have them. So you could say it was him started it and not me. We talked about it for a long time and we made our decision.




  We had to have them and that was that.




  We called round to Philip and had a swopping session.




  We cleaned him out. I admit it. It was only a laugh. We’d have given them back if he asked for them. All he had to say was: Look chaps, I think I want my comics back and we’d have

  said: OK Phil.




  But of course Nugent couldn’t wait for that. Anyway we left Philip with his pile of junk and off we went to the hide going on about it all until the tears ran down our faces. Wait till you

  hear this one Joe would say one flea says to the other what do you say will we walk or take a dog. He was reading out all these jokes I couldn’t stop the laughing, I was choking. We got so

  bad I was hitting the grass with my fists crying stop Joe stop. But we weren’t laughing the next day when Nugent got on the job.




  I met Joe coming across the Diamond and he says to me watch out Francie we’re in the wars with Nugent. She called at our house and she’ll be round to you. Sure

  enough I was lying on the bed upstairs and the knock comes to the front door. I could hear ma humming and the shuffle of her slippers on the lino. Ah hello Mrs Nugent come in but Nugent was in no

  humour for ah hello come in or any of that. She lay into ma about the comics and the whole lot and I could hear ma saying yes yes I know I will of course! and I was waiting for her to come

  flying up the stairs, get me by the ear and throw me on the step in front of Nugent and that’s what she would have done if Nugent hadn’t started on about the pigs. She said she knew the

  kind of us long before she went to England and she might have known not to let her son anywhere near the likes of me what else would you expect from a house where the father’s never in, lying

  about the pubs from morning to night, he’s no better than a pig. You needn’t think we don’t know what goes on in this house oh we know all right! Small wonder the boy is the way

  he is what chance has he got running about the town at all hours and the clothes hanging off him it doesn’t take money to dress a child God love him its not his fault but if he’s seen

  near our Philip again there’ll be trouble. There’ll be trouble now mark my words!




  After that ma took my part and the last thing I heard was Nugent going down the lane and calling back Pigs – sure the whole town knows that!




  Ma pulled me down the stairs and gave me the mother and father of a flaking but it took more out of her than it did out of me for her hands were trembling like leaves in the breeze she threw the

  stick from her and steadied herself in the kitchen saying she was sorry over and over. She said there was nobody in the world meant more to her than me. Then she put her arms around me and said it

  was her nerves it was them was to blame for everything. It wasn’t always like this for your father and me she said. Then she looked into my eyes and said: Francie – you would never let

  me down would you?




  She meant you wouldn’t let me down like da did I said no I wouldn’t let her down in a hundred million years no matter how many times she took into me with the stick. She said she was

  sorry she had done that and she would never do it again as long as she lived.




  She said that was all there was in this world, people who let you down. She said when Mrs Nugent came to the town first there was nobody like her. I used to be up the town with her every day she

  said. Then she started crying and saying this awful place and dabbing at her eyes with a tiny bit of tissue out of her apron pocket. But it was no use it just frittered away into little pieces.




  The light slanting in the window and you could hear the children playing outside in the lane. They had set up a shop and were paying for groceries with pebbles. They had empty

  soap powder boxes and bean tins. No – its my turn one of them said. Grouse Armstrong scratched his ear and yelped running in and out among them.




  I was thinking how right ma was – Mrs Nugent all smiles when she met us and how are you getting on Mrs and young Francis are you both well? It was hard to believe that all the time what

  she was really saying was: Ah hello Mrs Pig how are you and look Philip do you see what’s coming now – The Pig Family!




  But it didn’t matter for me and ma we were great pals after that any chance I got I says to her well ma do you want any messages up the town sometimes she did and

  sometimes she didn’t but I always made sure to ask her anyway. She gave me my dinner and says Francie if you ever have a sweetheart you’ll tell her the truth and never let her down

  won’t you?




  I says I will ma and she says I know you will son and then we’d just sit there for hours sometimes just staring into the firegrate only there never was a fire ma never bothered to light

  one and I wasn’t sure how to go about it. I said what fire do we want its just as good sitting here staring into the ashes.




  I don’t know what night it was I think it was the night the town won the cup da had to be left home it was one of the railwaymen dropped him at the door. I stood on the

  landing but all I could hear was mumbling and coins dropping on the floor. I was going back into the room when I heard something breaking I wasn’t sure what it was but it sounded like glass.

  Then I heard da cursing the town and everybody in it he said he could have been somebody hadn’t he met Eddie Calvert who else in the town had ever met Eddie Calvert who else in the town even

  knew who Eddie Calvert was? Who? he said, Who? He shouted at ma: Do you hear me talking to you?




  She mustn’t have said anything for the next thing he was off into the speech about his father leaving them when he was seven and how nobody understood him he said she lost interest in his

  music long ago and she didn’t care it wasn’t his fault she was the way she was then he said she was mad like all the Magees, lying about the house from the day they married never did a

  hand’s turn why wouldn’t he go to the pubs she had never made a dinner for him in his life?




  Something else broke crockery or something and then ma was crying: Don’t blame me because you can’t face the truth about yourself, any chances you had you drank them away!




  It went on a long time I was just standing there listening to it all I knew I should have gone down but that’s no use now is it I didn’t did I? I didn’t go down and

  that’s that. I was trying to listen to the cars going by on the Newtown Road and saying to myself: I can’t hear anything in the kitchen now it must be all over.




  But it wasn’t all over and when I stopped listening to the cars I’d hear him: God’s curse the fucking day I ever set eyes on you!




  The next day we got out of school early on account of the town winning the cup and when ma seen me at the back door she got all flustered and started making jokes and all

  this. Then she got her purse down off the window and says here Francie, there’s sixpence – why don’t you go on round to Mary’s sweetshop and buy yourself a quarter of dolly

  mixtures? No ma I says, I won’t buy dolly mixtures but I will buy two Flash Bars and a macaroon bar if I can can I? Of course you can she says. Now go on go on and her face was red and

  patchy and hot like she’d been sitting bent over the fire only there was no fire. It was a pity but Mary’s was shut so I had to come back and tell ma. I wanted to see if I could still

  get keeping the sixpence. But when I tried to open the door it wouldn’t. I knocked at the window but all I could hear was the tap ssssss. Ma must be up the stairs I said whistling and rolling

  the tanner round in my hand wondering would I get the Flash Bars after all or maybe six cough-no-more black toffees. Then I heard a clatter I thought I’d better get in the window to see what

  that was I thought maybe Grouse Armstrong or someone was in stealing the sausages again but when I got into the kitchen who’s there only ma standing there and a chair sideways on the table.

  What’s that doing up there ma I says it was fuse wire belonging to da just dangling but she didn’t say what it was doing there she was just stood there picking at her nail and going to

  say something and then not saying it. I told her Mary’s was shut could I still keep the sixpence she said I could Yee ha! I said and bombed off out to the border shop to get six

  cough-no-mores but then when I got there I said two Flash Bars and a macaroon please. When I got back ma was doubled up in the chair by the dead fire for a minute I thought she was shivering with

  the cold but then she looked at me and said: You know you were only five pounds weight when you were born Francie.




  It wasn’t too long after that ma was took off to the garage. She says to me: I’m away off up the town now Francie I have to get the baking started for your Uncle

  Alo’s Christmas party. Right, I says, I’ll just stay here and watch the telly and off she went I didn’t notice the time passing until I heard Mrs Connolly at the door with da and

  some other women she said ma’d been standing for two hours looking in the window of the fishing tackle shop with the bag on the ground and a tin of beans rolling round the footpath. Da was

  flushed and when the women said they’d have to see about a nightdress he got even more flushed then Mrs Connolly said never mind Benny I’ll look after it and she tapped him on the

  shoulder like a mother then hoisted her skirts and went off upstairs singing. He went out into the scullery then I could hear him swigging whiskey in under his coat. He was waiting for them to call

  out through a megaphone: Don’t move! Stay right where you are! Put the whiskey down nice and easy and don’t try any tricks! A few more women came in and stood whispering by the

  fire. I could see Mrs Connolly pulling the zipper of her housecoat up and down going terrible terrible but I didn’t care. Take ’em to Missouri! said John Wayne and

  hee-yah! he rode off in a thunder of hooves. They hung around for a while talking about this and that, stuff they thought da might like to hear, about the town band and the way the

  government was ruining the country but he wasn’t any more interested than they were, he just kept on nodding he’d have nodded no matter what they said. If they had said wasn’t it

  terrible about Mrs Lavery’s daughter being eaten by wolves on the Diamond he’d have nodded and said yes indeed it was. Mrs Connolly said well I’d best be off now I’ve left

  his dinner on the stove and you know what men are like if you don’t look after them. Oh now, they said, and gave her a shove, who are you telling, at least your fellow eats mine will eat

  nothing I give him. Oh they’re a terror the men, a terror now to the living world. All was left of John was a cloud of dust and the desert pocked with hoofmarks. I’ve a bit of business

  to do said da, you’ll be all right, and handed me two bob. Then off he went to see about his business Tower Bar business that is. I didn’t know anything about ma and all this but Joe

  filled me in. I heard Mrs Connolly saying breakdown what’s breakdown Joe. I says, Oh that’s when you’re took off to the garage, Joe told me, its when the truck comes and tows you

  away. That was a good one I thought, ma towed away off up the street with her coat on. Who’s that, they’d say. Oh that’s Mrs Brady they’re taking her off to the garage.




  Joe said there was some crack in this town and there sure was. Hand me down the spanner I think Mrs Brady’s ankle needs tightening. Oh now, I said, what a laugh.




  There was some good laughs in them days, me and Joe at the river with our noses in the water, hanging over the edge. You could see the dartboard eyes and the what do you

  want me to do faces of the fish. Hey fish, Joe would say, fish? Fuck off! What do you think of that, fish? we’d say.




  Then we’d go off on our travels.




  It was all going well until the telly went. Phut!




  That was that then, a blank grey screen looking back at you. I fiddled with it but all I got was a blizzard of snow so I sat there looking at that in the hope that something

  would come on but it didn’t and there was still nothing when da came home. How did it happen he says and I told him. I was just sitting there the next thing – out like a light. He

  pulled off his greatcoat and it fell on the floor. Right, he says, all business, let’s have a look at this now. He was humming away to himself happy as Larry about it all. Then he says you

  know there’s not as much into these televisions as the likes of Mickey Traynor makes out. He had bought it off Mickey Traynor the holy telly man that was because he sold holy pictures on the

  side. He fiddled about with it for a while but nothing happened then he shifted it over by the window and said it could be the aerial but it only got worse there. He hit it a thump and then what

  happened even the snow went. After that he started to rant and rave about Mickey. He said he might have known better than to trust the likes of Traynor, him and his holy pictures don’t fool

  me. He’ll not sell me a dud television and get away with it. He’ll not pull any of his foxy stunts on Benny Brady. I’m up to the likes of Mickey Traynor make no mistake. He

  smacked it with his hand. Work! he shouted. Look at it – I should have known it’d be no good. Work! How long have we got? Six months that’s how long we have it, bought and

  paid for with my hard-earned money. But I’ll tell you this – Traynor will give me back every cent I paid him every cent by Christ he will!




  He drew out and put his boot through it, the glass went everywhere. I’ll fix it, he said, I’ll fix it good and fucking proper.




  Then he fell asleep on the sofa with one shoe hanging off.




  There wasn’t much I could do then I got fed up watching the birds hop along the garden wall so I went off up the street. I said to myself well that’s the end of

  John Wayne I knew it’d lie there glass and all and nobody would ever bother coming to fix it. Ah well, I said sure Joe can always tell me what happens and it was when I was thinking that I

  saw Philip and Mrs Nugent coming. I knew she thought I was going to turn back when I saw them. She leaned over and said something to Philip. I knew what she was saying but I don’t think she

  knew I knew. She crinkled up her nose and said in a dead whisper: Just stands there on the landing and lets the father do what he likes to her. You’d never do the like of that would you

  Philip? You’d always stand by me wouldn’t you?




  Philip nodded and smiled. She smiled happily and then it twisted a bit and the hand went up again as she said: Of course you know what she was doing with the fuse wire don’t you

  Philip?




  She thought I was going to turn back all red when she said that but I didn’t. I just kept on walking. Ah there you are Mrs Nugent I says with a big grin, and Philip. She looked right

  through me and it was one of those looks that is supposed to make you shrivel up and die but it only made me grin even more. I was standing in the middle of the footpath. Mrs Nugent held on to her

  hat with one hand and took Philip with the other would you let me by please she says.




  Oh no I can’t do that I said, you have to pay to get past. She had all these broken nerve ends on her nose and her eyebrows went away up nearly meeting her hair what do

  you mean what on earth do you mean she said and I could see Philip frowning with his Mr Professor face wondering was it serious maybe, maybe something he could investigate or do a project on. Well

  he could if he wanted I didn’t care as long as he paid. It was called the Pig Toll Tax. Yes, Mrs Nugent I said, the pig toll tax it is and every time you want to get past it costs a shilling.

  Her lips got so thin you really would think they were drawn with a pencil and the skin on her forehead was so tight I thought maybe the bones were going to burst out. But they didn’t and I

  says to Philip I’ll tell you what Philip you can have half. So what’s that then one shilling for Mrs Nooge, I said, and sixpence for Philip. I don’t know why I called her Mrs

  Nooge, it just came into my head. I thought it was a good thing to call her but she didn’t. She got as red as a beetroot then. Yup, I said again, ya gotta pay the old tax Mrs Nooge, and I

  stood there with my thumbs hooked in my braces like a Western old timer. She got all heated up then oh yes hot and bothered. Philip didn’t know what to do he had given up the idea of

  investigating the pig toll tax I think he just wanted to get away altogether but I couldn’t allow that until the pig toll tax was paid, that was the rules of pig land I told them. I’m

  sorry I said like they always do when they’re asking you for money, if you ask me its far too much but that’s the way it is I’m afraid. It has to be collected someone has to do

  it ha ha. She tried to push her way past then but I got a grip of her by the sleeve of her coat and it made it all awkward for her she couldn’t see what was holding her back. Her hat had

  tilted sideways and there was a lemon hanging down over the brim. She tried to pull away but I had a good tight hold of the sleeve and she couldn’t manage it.




  Durn taxes, I said, ain’t fair on folks. When I looked again there was a tear in her eye but she wouldn’t please me to let it out. When I saw that I let go of her sleeve and smiled.

  Right, I says, I’ll tell you what, I’ll let you by this time folks but remember now in future – make sure and have the pig toll tax ready. I stood there staring after them, she

  was walking faster than Philip trying to fix the lemon at the same time telling him to come on. When they were passing the cinema I shouted I ain’t foolin’ Mrs Nooge but I don’t

  know if she heard me or not. The last thing I saw was Philip turning to look back but she pulled him on ahead.




  A fellow went by and I says to him do you know what its a bad state of affairs when people won’t pay a tax to get by. Who are you he says. Brady I said.




  He was wheeling a black bike with a coat thrown over the handlebars. He stopped and rested it against a pole then dug deep in the pocket of his trousers and produced a pipe and a tin of tobacco.

  Brady? he says, would that be Brady of the Terrace? That’s right I says. O, he says, I see. You see what, I said. Your father was a great man one time, he says. He was one of the best

  musicians ever was in this town. He went to see Eddie Calvert, he says then. I said I wanted to hear no more about Eddie Calvert. You don’t like music, he says, do you think the town will win

  again Saturday? I told him I wanted to hear nothing about football either. You don’t think its a great thing the town won the cup? he says. No, I says. I said it was a pity they didn’t

  lose. I see, he says, well what’s this tax you’re talking about, you seem to care about that. He was all on for a discussion about the government and the way things had gone. There was

  a smell of turf fires and buttermilk off him. He tapped the bowl of his pipe against his thigh and he says which tax would this be now.




  He thought it was some outrageous tax the government had brought in and he was about to say its time they quit or they have the country destroyed when I said ah no its not the government at all.

  It was invented by me, and its only the people I say.




  And who are you, he says.




  Francie Pig the Toll Tax Man, I says and he shook his head and tapped the pipe again, that’s a good laugh he says.




  Laugh, I said, I don’t know where you get the idea its a good laugh. Then he said tsk tsk and you’re an awful man altogether. He puffed on the pipe. Pig Toll Tax, he says,

  that’s the first time I ever heard that now. He kept opening and closing his mouth over the brown stem like a fish smoking. Oh you needn’t worry your head about it I said, it has

  nothing to do with you. What it really should have been called was The Mrs Nugent and Nobody Else At All Tax but I didn’t tell him that. I see he says well in that case I’ll be on my

  way.




  His index finger jumped off his forehead gluck now he said and away off up the town with the bike sideways and the wheels ticking.




  I went into the shop. The whine of the bacon slicer and the shopgirl licking a pencil stub racing up and down a wobbly tower of numbers on the back of a paper bag. The women

  were standing over by the cornflakes saying things have got very dear. Its very hard to manage now oh it is indeed do you know how much I paid for Peter’s shoes above in the shop. When they

  seen me coming they all stopped talking. One of them moved back and bumped against the display case. There you are ladies I said and they all went right back on their heels at the same time.

  What’s this? I says, the woman with three heads? When I said that they weren’t so bad. Flick – back come the smiles. Ah Francie, they said, there you are. Here I am I said. They

  leaned right over to me and in a soft top secret voice said how’s your mother Francie? Oh I says she’s flying she’s above in the garage and it won’t be long now before

  she’s home, They’re going to give her a service I says, hand me down the spanner Mike! Ha, ha, they laughed, that was a good one. Yup, says I, she has to come home shortly now to get

  the baking done for Uncle Alo’s party. So your Uncle Alo’s coming home! they said. Christmas Eve I said, all the way from London. Would you credit that now says Mrs Connolly with a warm

  little shiver, and will he be staying long? Two weeks says I. Two weeks she says and smiled I was going to say do you not believe me or something Mrs Connolly but I didn’t I had enough on my

  plate with Mrs Nugent without Connolly starting. He did well in London, Francie, your Uncle Alo, says the other woman. Then they all started it. Oh he did well surely he did indeed, a great big job

  and more luck to him its not easy in these big places like London. It is not! Mrs Connolly’d say and then someone else would say the same thing over again. It was like The History of Alo

  programme. But I didn’t mind. I said now you’re talking and all this. Mrs Connolly said: I saw him the last time he was home with a lovely red hankie in his breast pocket and a

  beautiful blue suit.




  I seen him too, he was like someone in the government or something.




  He was indeed. It takes the Bradys, they said.




  Every time, I said.




  Good man Francie, said the women.




  I’ll tell Alo to call down and see you when he comes home, I said, you can have a chat with him about London and all.




  Do that Francie, they said. I will indeed, I said. Then I said well ladies I’m afraid I can’t stay here I have to be off on my travels.




  Dear dear aren’t you a ticket Francie? they said.




  I’m away off up the town on business to do with the toll tax.




  Toll tax? I never heard tell of that now Francie. What would that be?




  Oh its invented by me, I told them. But of course Nugent won’t pay it. You might as well be trying to get blood out of a stone.




  Nugent? says Mrs Connolly, Mrs Nugent?




  Yes I said. Well, be it on her own head. She won’t be getting by so handy the next time.




  They were all ears when they heard it was to do with her.




  Getting by? But getting by where, Francie, they kept saying.




  On the footpath I said where do you think, where else would you want to get past?




  The footpath? they said.




  Yes, I said again, the footpath. You’d think the three of them had gone handicapped all of a sudden the way they were staring at me.




  I could see Mrs Connolly fiddling with her brooch and saying something out of the side of her mouth.




  Then she said: There’s no denying it Francie, you’re a rare character!




  The other two were hiding behind her now I think they must have thought I was going to stick them for a few bob tax as well.




  Oh now I said and off I went out the door as I went by the window I could see Mrs Connolly saying something and the other women nodding then raising their eyes to heaven.




  I stood on the Diamond. A tractor went farting off home to the mountains with a trailer of muck. Who’s this only Father Dominic swish swish and the creak of his polished

  shoes well Francis he says and how are you today, drrrumm drrrumm. By God Father that’s a cold one I said rubbing the hands real bogman style, Hmm, he says, it is indeed, are you waiting for

  someone?




  No, I said, I have a bit of business to do.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
}}Thﬂf h
,ﬁzwﬁr

Wi ‘\M iNTRQDUrﬂm( 8y ﬁg n?@m\’i

DISSV1D ¥0avIld





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
PATRICK McCABE

THE BUTCHER BOY

PICADOR CLASSIC





