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      It is January, a dark Sunday in winter, and I sit with my mother and father at the kitchen table. My father sits with his back to the table, his feet pressed against the wall, a book in his lap. My mother sits to my right and her book rests on the table. I sit close to her, and my chair, which faces the window, is near the heat of the range. 

      There is a pot of hot tea in the middle of the table and we each have a cup and plate. There are ham and turkey sandwiches on the plates and, if we want more to eat or drink, there is plenty. The pantry is full. 

      From time to time we stop reading to talk. It is a good mood, as though we are one person reading one book – not three people apart and alone. 

      These kinds of days are the perfect ones. 

      Through the small, square window I can see the narrow country road that leads to the town of Gorey and, beyond the road, a field of snow. Beyond the field of snow, although I cannot see it now, is the tree I pass every morning and two miles beyond the tree is Gorey National School, where I will return at the end of the Christmas holiday. 

      On the corner of the road, to the left of the front gate, there is a post with a sign pointing to Dublin and another, smaller sign beneath it, pointing to the cemetery. For two more days we will be together, the three of us, and that’s what I want. I don’t want anything different.   

      * * * 

      When I see that my mother is near the last page of her book, I take a pack of playing cards and move it towards her elbow. Soon, she will put her book down and offer me a game. I look at her face and wait. 

      Suddenly, she closes her book and stands. 

      ‘John,’ she says, ‘please come with me.’ She is taking me out to the hallway, away from my father. She is taking me out of his sight as though I am the rubbish. ‘Come now and leave your book behind,’ she says. 

      We stand at the base of the steep and narrow stairs that lead up to my parents’ loft-bedroom – the only room upstairs – and she leans against the banister with her arms folded across her chest, the skin on her hands cold and white like chalk. 

      ‘Do I look different today?’ she asks. 

      ‘No. Why?’ 

      ‘You were staring again. You were staring at me.’ 

      ‘I was only looking,’ I say. 

      She moves away from the banister and puts her hands on my shoulders. She is 5 feet 10 inches tall and, even though I am only one and a half inches shorter, she bears down on me until I sink lower. Her body hunches over and her bottom pokes out. 

      ‘You were staring at me, John. You shouldn’t stare like that.’ 

      ‘Why can’t I look at you?’ 

      ‘Because you’re eleven now. You’re not a baby any more.’ 

      I am distracted by the cries of our cat, Crito, who is locked in the cupboard under the stairs with her new kittens. I want to go to her. But my mother presses harder. 

      ‘I was only looking,’ I say. 

      I want to say that there is nothing babyish about looking at things, but my body shakes beneath the weight of her arms and I am trembling too much to speak. 

      ‘Why?’ she asks. ‘Why do you have to stare at me like that?’ 

      She is hurting my shoulders and her weight is surprising. She looks lighter and smaller and more beautiful when she’s sitting at the table or at the end of my bed, talking to me, making me laugh. I’m angry with her now, for being tall, for being so big, so heavy and for making me so big, far too big for my age. 

      ‘I don’t know why. I just like it,’ I say. 

      ‘Maybe you should get out of the habit.’ 

      ‘Why?’ 

      ‘Because it’s unnerving. Nobody can relax when you stare at them like that.’ 

      ‘Sorry,’ I say. 

      She stands up straight now and releases me. I lean across and kiss her near the mouth. 

      ‘All right then,’ she says. 

      I kiss her a second time, but when I put my arms around her neck to pull her in closer so that we can hug, she pulls away. ‘Not just now,’ she says. ‘It’s cold out here.’ 

      She turns and I follow her back into the kitchen. 

      My father’s dark, curly hair is messy and his fringe has fallen down over his eyes. ‘Shut the door,’ he says, without looking up from his book. 

      ‘It’s already shut,’ I say. 

      ‘Good,’ he says. ‘Keep it shut.’ 

      He smiles in the direction of his book: Phrenology and the Criminal Cranium. 

      My father hasn’t worked for three years, for as long as we’ve lived here, in his mother’s cottage. Before we moved in with my grandmother, he worked as an electrician in Wexford, but he hated his job, and said so every night when he got home. Now, instead of going to work, he reads. He says he is preparing for the entrance exam at Trinity College, and that he shouldn’t have too much trouble passing because last year he sat the Mensa test and passed with flying colours. 

      ‘Look out the window,’ I say to my mother. ‘It’s snowing sideways.’ 

      ‘So it is,’ she says. ‘Doesn’t it look like flour coming through a sieve?’ 

      ‘Flour doesn’t go sideways through a sieve,’ I say. 

      Her tongue comes out to lick the corner of her mouth and it stays out. I lean across the table to touch it. 

      ‘Your tongue is cold,’ I say. 

      My father looks at us, and my mother’s lips clamp shut. 

      ‘I’m like a lizard,’ she says. 

      She smiles at me, and I smile back. 

      ‘A strange pair,’ says my father. 

      Crito is quiet now. She’s probably glad to hear us talking and to know we are near by. 

      I return to reading the Guinness Book of Records, my favourite book. I own every edition with the exception of the 1959 edition and it is one of my Christmas presents every year. 

      I have a few pages left to read of the new edition for 1972, and I have almost finished reading the Human World section for the fourth time. The Guinness Book of Records is full of wonders, like the Chinese priest who holds the record for the longest fingernails. It took him twenty-seven years to grow nails twenty-two inches long and in the photograph they are black and curled, like a ram’s horns. 

      Best of all are the escape artists and men like Blondin, who crossed Niagara Falls on a high wire, and Johann Hurlinger, who walked on his hands for more than fifty days. He walked for 871 miles on his hands. 

      One day I will be in the Guinness Book of Records, along with all the other people who do not want to be forgotten or ignored. I will break an important record or do a remarkable thing. I don’t see the point of living unless there is something I can do better than anyone else can or unless I can do something that nobody else can do. 

      I fold the picture of the shortest woman in the world so that she’s up against the tallest man. His name was Robert Pershing Wadlow, and he was 8 feet 11.1 inches. By the age of eleven he was already 6 feet 7 inches tall. 

      I used to wonder if his voice started to break early the way mine has. I used to wonder whether I would become a giant. I still worry about these things but less now that I have decided that I won’t end up in the Guinness Book of Records for being a freak. I will get in there for a much better reason. 

      The shortest woman was Pauline Musters, and she was 1 foot 11.2 inches. When I fold her picture against the tallest man, she looks like something that has fallen from his pocket, not like a person at all: a person does not stand next to another person and reach the bottom of that person’s knees. 

      ‘Look,’ I say to my mother. ‘This midget looks like an ormamint.’ 

      I already know what she is going to say. 

      ‘Ornament,’ she says. 

      ‘Don’t bend your book,’ says my father. 

      ‘OK,’ I say. 

      ‘And you’ve hardly touched your sandwich,’ he says. 

      ‘I don’t want to touch it,’ I say. 

      My mother taps my hand. ‘Did you leave half your sandwich uneaten just so you could say that?’ 

      ‘No.’ 

      ‘Then eat it.’ 

      But the bread is stale now and it’s six o’clock, time for tea. My mother stands up and looks out the window. The snow has stopped falling. She wipes her hands on her jumper and puts a pot of water on the range. She opens the fridge and removes a package. 

      ‘Do you want this?’ she asks my father. 

      He rubs his chin and doesn’t answer. He shaved his beard off yesterday and his shaving has revealed a dimple; a dark vertical slot in the flesh on his chin. He has been rubbing at it all day as though he hopes to flatten the crease. 

      ‘Michael, do you want this for tea or not?’ 

      He looks at the package. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I’d prefer kippers.’ 

      ‘We have none,’ says my mother. ‘We have no kippers.’ 

      My mother hates to cook. 

      ‘Then I’ll have that fish ’n a bag,’ he says. 

      ‘That you will, then,’ she says. 

      They smile at each other, with a smile that is different from the one they use for me. What my father calls fish ’n a bag is a meal cooked in boiling water: a square piece of fish in a clear plastic bag full of white sauce. 

      ‘Can I hold it?’ I ask. 

      ‘If you really want to,’ says my mother. 

      I take the bag from her and squish the plastic, which is soft, like wet felt. ‘It feels like that goldfish I won at Butlins,’ I say. 

      ‘Come here to me,’ says my father, and he hugs me, but his arms are pressing hard against my neck, and his grip is too tight. 

      ‘Stop hugging my neck,’ I say. ‘It hurts.’ 

      ‘Give the bag of fish here,’ he says. 

      I give him the fish ’n a bag and he fondles it. ‘I’m going to have to disagree with you,’ he says. ‘This bag feels more like a bag of snot than a goldfish.’ 

      My father laughs, and I laugh, although I don’t like it that he has compared my dinner to snot. 

      My mother confiscates the fish and puts it in a pot of water. I face my father. 

      ‘Da, can you tell me a story?’ 

      ‘What kind of story?’ 

      ‘Any kind.’ 

      My father clears his throat and sits up taller in his seat before he begins. ‘Very well. Here’s the story of Tantalus, who was sentenced by the gods to stand in water up to his waist. In winter the water was cold and in summer it was too warm. When Tantalus got thirsty and his mouth was very dry, he bent down to the water to drink and the water evaporated, and when he got hungry and reached up to the branches which were laden with delicious fruit, the branches lifted the fruit, and both food and water remained out of his grasp. And this happened to Tantalus for …’ 

      ‘A few days,’ says my mother, ‘as punishment for not washing his hands before tea, and then he sat down to a feast of roast chicken and chocolate ice-cream and he never went hungry or thirsty again.’ 

      He smiles and says, ‘Wash your hands.’ 

      As I wash my hands I see Tantalus licking his lips as he reaches down for the water. On the way back to the kitchen I go to the big bookshelf in the living room where my father keeps his reference and textbooks. I look in the encyclopaedia until I find the pages I need. There is Sisyphus with a red exclamation mark next to his name. I put that mark there last year. I go back to the kitchen. 

      ‘Tantalus is a lot like Sisyphus,’ I say. ‘You could say that both of them suffer in the same way.’ 

      My father laughs. ‘Did you remember that while you were sitting on the toilet?’ 

      ‘I wasn’t on the toilet. I was only washing my hands and that’s when I remembered.’ 

      I look carefully at his face. He is not laughing at me, so I join in. 

      ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I could clearly see Sisyphus pushing the boulder up a big hill and the boulder rolling straight past Sisyphus and back down the hill. I could see Sisyphus standing there, watching the boulder roll down, all sad and silent, and then pushing the boulder back up and the boulder rolling back down where it came from, over and over again. I think he must feel just like Tantalus.’ 

      ‘Straining to get the big brown thing where you want it to go,’ says my father, laughing until there are tears in his eyes. 

      Now my mother is laughing. ‘Good God,’ she says, ‘somebody get the poor man a glass of water.’ 

      I jump up and get a glass of water for my father and when I sit back down my mother kisses me on the nose to thank me. ‘You’re nice to have around,’ she says. ‘I think we’ll keep you.’ 

      ‘Good,’ I say. 

      When my father has finished with the water I see that the buttons of his jacket are done up the wrong way. He does this on purpose, and it’s often a sign of good humour. I lean over and reach for the top button. 

      ‘May I fix your buttons?’ I ask. 

      ‘No, no!’ he laughs. ‘You’ll ruin my crooked and disarming looks.’ 

      He’s in the mood for button-fixing and so I go around the table and grab for the second button. He shouts and laughs. 

      ‘Get off me, fish face! Get off me!’ 

      ‘Only four buttons left!’ I shout in return. 

      I manage to undo one more button and then he gets up and goes to the window. He stand and looks out, his face suddenly serious; no more playing. 

      ‘Christ almighty. I thought she was back early.’ 

      ‘Is she?’ I ask. 

      He’s talking about my granny, his mother, who’ll be back from the Leopardstown races on Tuesday. I’ve only two days left alone with them. 

      ‘No,’ he says. ‘A false alarm.’ 

      We sit down and he returns to reading. 

      I face the dresser so that I can look at the black-and-white portrait taken on their wedding day in 1960. My father was twenty-seven then, and even more handsome than he is now because his hair was longer. My mother was twenty-six. She is just as beautiful now. 

      Nearly all of Wexford parish knew of my parents’ courtship and the way each broke off an engagement to be with the other. I’ve heard that there was nobody who did not stop to stare at them as they walked down the street: they were like movie stars. 

      They look happy in the photograph, my father behind my mother, four inches taller than she is and making her smaller. I like the way they cut the cake together, my mother’s hand over my father’s, both holding the long, white-handled knife. 

      I’m not handsome, too lanky, and my nose is already too big for my face. It must be hard for my parents to look at me, wondering whether there’s any hope that I’ll turn out to be as good-looking as they are. 

      I return to the Guinness Book and read on page 398 that the record for being buried alive in a ‘regulation’-sized coffin is held by an Irishman by the name of Tim Hayes. He was buried for 240 hours 18 minutes and 50 seconds. He came up for air on 2nd September 1970. I’m surprised I haven’t heard of him. Perhaps I could meet him one day. 

      It is nearly seven o’clock and I’m getting bored. I put my foot on top of my mother’s foot and she pulls her foot out from under mine and puts hers on top. We go back and forth until my father looks at us and shakes his head. I don’t let him see that I’ve noticed, but this slow head-shaking stops my mother straight away and she stands up and looks at her watch. 

      ‘You’d better get it over and done with,’ she says to my father. She’s talking about Crito’s kittens, who must be killed before my grandmother returns. 

      ‘In a minute,’ he says. 

      ‘Please do it before somebody starts giving them names,’ says my mother. ‘And, John. You stay here with me.’ 

      ‘I don’t care,’ I say. ‘I’m going to help this time.’ 

      ‘I don’t care either,’ she says. She looks at my father now. ‘Just get rid of those things before your mother gets back or we’ll never hear the end of it.’ 

      My father named our cat Crito after Socrates’ closest friend, who cried the most at Socrates’ deathbed. I like Crito’s black-and-white face and her long white socks. 

      My mother shakes her head at my father and he stands. ‘Come on then,’ he says. ‘Let’s see what the boy is made of.’ 

      I follow him to the cupboard under the stairs. He crouches in the sooty dark, between the Hoover and the shovel. He tells me to turn the light on and then he pulls six kittens by their tails to remove them from Crito’s teats. He puts them in the pouch he has created by tucking his jacket into his trousers. 

      ‘It’s OK,’ I say to Crito, ‘we’re taking them for a walk.’ 

      ‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ my father asks. 

      ‘Yes,’ I say. 

      ‘Then go and get the sack from the coal-scuttle and bring it to the bathroom. I’ll meet you there.’ 

      He makes it sound as though we’re going somewhere far away, but the cottage is a small place and nobody could ever get lost in it: you walk in the front door and stand in the hallway, and if you turn right, you go through the kitchen, and from the kitchen you can either go back into the hallway, or you can go into the living room. The living room has two doors and you can go out again to the hallway where you will face the door to the bathroom and then take a few steps and you’ll see my bedroom door and then, at the back of the cottage, you’ll find my grandmother’s bedroom. And at the very end of the hallway is the back door, which leads to the small garden. The only adventure is going up the narrow wooden stairs to my parents’ bedroom. 

      I put the sack down by my father’s feet. 

      ‘Right. Pop them in here for me.’ 

      I take the kittens – all of them black and white like Crito – from the pouch in my father’s jacket and put them into the sack while he runs the bath with hot water. The steam makes my face sweat. 

      ‘They’re not wriggling very much,’ I say. ‘It must be cosy in the sack.’ 

      ‘Don’t be soft,’ he says. ‘Grab that chair for me to sit on, and grab that stool for yourself.’ 

      He pulls his chair near to the bath, and I sit on the stool by the taps, in case he needs more water. He lowers the sack into the hot bath. The sack floats for a moment, then sinks to the bottom. As the kittens move around inside, the sack moves with them. 

      ‘How long does it usually take?’ I ask. 

      My father shrugs. ‘That depends.’ 

      We don’t speak. His leg is jumping up and down and air bubbles float to the top of the water. I’m unstable on the stool and there is nowhere for me to hang on. I’m going to fall off and I want to get down, but I don’t say so. 

      ‘God, Da,’ I say. ‘They’re moving around a lot. Maybe we should’ve given them some kind of injection or something.’ 

      He doesn’t answer. He stares at the water and chews the inside of his lip. The heads of the kittens are straining against the darkened cloth of the sack. 

      Now there are fewer bubbles. 

      ‘It’s taking a very long time,’ I say. 

      He turns on me. ‘Are you able for this or not? If you’re not, then go and help your mother in the kitchen.’ 

      My mother is not in the kitchen; she’s in my bedroom next door. I can hear her singing. 

      ‘I am able for it,’ I say. 

      There are certain things my father says, when we are alone, that give me a feeling that is a mixture of excited and sick. 

      ‘Feck it,’ he says. ‘The water mustn’t’ve been hot enough.’ 

      He gets up from his chair and lifts the sack out of the water. I climb off the stool and watch as he struggles to undo the knot in the sack. The kittens are still moving. 

      ‘Quick,’ I say. ‘Let them out.’ 

      The knot is hard to loosen, but at last the sack is open. My father is red in the face and neck. He empties four of the kittens onto the floor and they wriggle and climb on top of each other. Their small ribs heave up and down under thin strands of wet, dark fur. If not for their mewing, they wouldn’t seem like kittens at all. 

      ‘I knew you’d let them out,’ I say, ‘I knew you couldn’t kill them.’ 

      My father turns to me, takes a kitten in his hand, swings it over his shoulder, and smashes its head against the edge of the bath. The sound of the skull cracking is loud and sharp; like a ruler being snapped in half. 

      ‘You stupid, soft little bastard,’ he says. 

      He holds the bashed kitten by the tail over the bath. I want it to live and I still hope it might but blood drips from its skull and ears and it doesn’t move. I know it must be dead. 

      There’s not much blood but there’s enough to drip down the inside of the bath, enough to turn the water pink near the surface. The blood sinks, then fades. I don’t look at my father and then, without warning, he lifts another wet kitten from the floor and bashes its head against the side of the bath. His face is redder than I’ve ever seen it and, as he reaches for the next kitten, his hand shakes. 

      ‘Stop it!’ I say. ‘Please stop.’ 

      He looks down. The kittens still in the sack have stopped moving. 

      ‘It’s only nature,’ he says, his chest rising and falling. ‘You’ve got to learn that it’s only nature.’ 

      I look at him. ‘Don’t you feel sad?’ I ask. 

      ‘Why would it make me feel sad?’ He stands up. ‘It’s only what the farmers have to do every day of the week to get the food on your table.’ 

      I look carefully at him and something happens. I know – I am certain – he is lying. There is something in his face, a flash, a momentary smirk, and then a frown. There is also something false about the way he said, ‘it’s only what the farmers have to do every day of the week’ (something he has never said before). He’s lying about not being sad. 

      ‘Do you really not feel sad?’ 

      He stares at me and, as I stare back, his hazel eyes turn black. 

      ‘No, not a bit. They don’t even have a soul yet. It’s about time you toughened up.’ 

      ‘But you bashed their heads. Doesn’t that make you feel sorry for them?’ 

      ‘No, sure I told you. There’s nothing sad about it at all. They’re only grubs with fur.’ 

      ‘You’re brave,’ I say, and as soon as I’ve said it I am sick. 

      I vomit, without warning, on the bathroom floor, a few inches from a kitten’s head and an inch from my father’s foot. It is as though a bucket of yellow poison is coming out of me. He lied to me and it has made me sick. He stands back and calls out for my mother. ‘Helen, come help us with this mess.’ 

      I move my shoes away from the pool of yellow vomit and vomit a second time. I look down so that he won’t see my face. 

      ‘Jesus,’ he says. ‘You poor, soft lad.’ 

      My mother comes in with a dishrag in her hand and looks at my sick on the bathroom floor. ‘Michael? What’s wrong?’ 

      ‘He was sick,’ says my father. 

      I look at her shoes. They are my father’s shoes. She shouldn’t wear his shoes. 

      I want her to say something, but she stares at my sick and does not speak to me. I walk towards her and still she says nothing. 

      ‘They’re all dead,’ I say, as I squeeze between my mother and father and walk out the door. 

      My mother comes to my room at half nine and sits on the end of my bed. ‘John, come and say goodnight to your father.’ 

      ‘What about a puppet show?’ I ask. 

      Some nights, before I go to sleep, my mother performs a finger-puppet show for me. There’s a cardboard apple-box with curtains painted on it and holes in the side for her hands to go through. This box stays in my room, near the foot of my bed, and the puppets are stored in my cupboard. 

      ‘I don’t think so. Not tonight, John.’ 

      She stands up. ‘Come. You need to say goodnight.’ 

      My father is in his armchair by the fire. Usually when I come to him to say goodnight, he parts his legs, or uncrosses them. And even though I’m too big, I sit on his knee, just for the play of it, and he asks me whether I’ve combed my teeth, the same joke he makes every night, and we laugh. 

      But when he sees me walk into the living room, he keeps his legs tightly crossed, and looks at me as though he has never seen me standing by his chair before. He has swept his fringe away from his eyes and the artery on his left temple pulses in time with the grandfather clock; it looks like mercury pumping inside sausage skin, ugly and hot. 

      ‘Goodnight, Da,’ I say. 

      ‘Goodnight then,’ he says. 

      ‘Goodnight,’ I say again, but he pretends not to have heard. 

      I go back to bed and read for a while. 

      My mother comes in. ‘OK?’ she asks. 

      ‘OK,’ I say. 

      ‘Read for a bit longer tonight, if you want to,’ she says. 

      She’s wearing a pair of my father’s pyjamas, and the hems drag on the floor. 

      ‘Why was everything different today?’ I ask. 

      ‘Nothing was different today, John.’ 

      ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Are you sure?’ 

      ‘Yes, darling. I’m sure.’ 

      She steps closer to the bed. I sit up and lean forward. Instead of kissing me, she touches the collar of my pyjama top. 

      ‘Sleep well,’ she says to the wall behind me. But her voice is kind, and after she leaves I am happy for a while, until I realise that there is something stuck in my throat and that the feeling is getting worse. 

      I can hear the melted snow trickling into the drain outside and I’m afraid of something, although I don’t know what. I wonder what it means to be sure that a person has lied. I will check the Guinness Book of Records tomorrow to see if there is an entry for lie detection. 
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      My mother is outside in the car, waiting to take me for a drive with her into town to buy some new trousers. I’ve outgrown my old ones. 

      On the way out through the kitchen, I pass my father, who is reading at the table. During the night he buried the kittens in the back garden and put a rock over them. The window in my bedroom looks out over the side of the house and, when I stand up, I can see over the hedge to the small road that leads to the cemetery. And although I didn’t see outside last night (I was under the blankets, keeping warm), I knew by the kicking noises my father made that he was looking for a rock. 

      ‘Hello,’ I say. 

      There’s a plate of half-eaten black pudding in front of him. I move towards him and ask, ‘What’s the book about?’ 

      He looks up at me. ‘The same thing it was about the last time you asked.’ 

      ‘Oh,’ I say. 

      ‘Criminals and criminology,’ he says, rubbing his knee. 

      ‘What kind of criminals?’ 

      ‘Lombroso’s born criminals. Criminals who can’t seem to help but break the law.’ 

      His dressing gown is too short and his knees and his hairy white calves poke out from under the table. 

      ‘Like robbers and murderers?’ I ask. 

      ‘Your mam’s waiting. I’ll see you later. And I’ll have a present for you.’ 

      ‘Last time you forgot.’ 

      A gust of wind slams the door shut and he looks up at me as though it is my fault. ‘I didn’t forget,’ he says. ‘But this present will be a very good one. You’ll see.’ 

      He looks back at his book and I look at his wide mouth. I wonder what would happen if I walked to the end of the table and kissed him goodbye. He might like that, or he might be irritated. I can usually tell whether he’s in the mood to be kissed, but today he seems both to want and not want me near him. I watch him carefully. 

      He rubs his knee again, then he looks up. ‘What are you staring at?’ 

      ‘Nothing.’ 

      ‘Goodbye, son. Have a good day with your mam.’ 

      I walk away. 

      My mother is wiping the inside of the windscreen with the sleeve of her coat. I get in. ‘What kept you?’ 

      ‘I was talking to Da.’ 

      It’s cold today and even colder in the car. I put my fingers against the palm of my hand and wonder how my palm can be warm when my fingers are already so cold they feel bruised. I fold my arms tight around my body and make myself rigid. 

      I want to ask my mother whether she thinks my father will go to university and, if he does, whether we will move to Dublin. I like it here, but I like Dublin too, and it’s only two hours away. It might be easier to meet with the people from the Guinness Book of Records in Dublin. 

      ‘Are you looking forward to going back to school next week?’ 

      ‘Not really.’ 

      She uses the same sleeve she used to wipe the windscreen to wipe under her nose. 

      ‘Do you want a hanky?’ I ask. ‘I’ve one in my pocket.’ 

      I wipe her nose with my handkerchief while she drives and I wonder where the pink hanky I gave her for Christmas has gone. The end of her nose is red and there’s a thin blue vein around the edge of her nostril. I don’t remember seeing this vein before or the dark mole near her knuckle with three black hairs growing from it. 

      ‘When did they last measure you at school?’ she asks. ‘I thought maybe we should talk to the doctor again?’ 

      ‘I’m an inch and a half shorter than you,’ I say. ‘I’m exactly five foot eight and a half.’ 

      ‘We want to keep an eye on things. That’s all. Wouldn’t you be happier talking to the doctor about these things?’ 

      ‘There’s nothing to talk about. I’m just tall. That’s all.’ 

      ‘What about other things?’ 

      ‘There are no other things! I’m just tall.’ 

      She clears her throat and slows the car. ‘What about puberty? It might begin early for you.’ 

      ‘Well, it hasn’t. So what’s there to talk about?’ 

      ‘But look at your legs,’ she says. ‘There’s barely room for them in the car. And your hands! As big as rubber boots.’ 

      ‘I’ve been this size for weeks. They’ve been like this for at least three weeks.’ 

      ‘Well, then. You’ve had another growth spurt. Maybe we should talk to the doctor? What do you say?’ 

      Soon after my tenth birthday my voice began to break like the voices of the boys in the sixth class. But the sixth class is only one class above me now and my voice and height don’t bother me as much as they used to. Besides, I always feel the odd one out at school. I feel more nervous and, although I don’t like it, I am used to it. 

      I have only one friend at school. His name is Brendan and I made friends with him on my first day at Gorey school. He asked me if I knew how to make a paper helicopter and at break-time we sat down on the floor in the classroom and tried. Most of the other boys don’t like me because I don’t say much, and don’t play sports or games with them. 

      My class teacher, Miss Collins, doesn’t much like me because I’m doing poorly at Irish when she knows that, if I wanted to, I could do well enough. I’m not a brilliant student; third, fourth and sometimes as low as fifth place in tests, but I’m not stupid. 

      I’ll admit that I’d like to be smarter than I am and that it would be good to excel in tests with less effort. But I know I’ll discover how to stand out and make an impression in the world, in ways that will matter much more than being clever. 

      My mother doesn’t want to let the subject rest. ‘John, please listen when I ask you a question. Are you teased about your height? Do other children tease you?’ 

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘They don’t even really notice.’ 

      They do notice. They sometimes call me Troll, after the fairytale monster who lives under the bridge in ‘Three Billy Goats Gruff’. And, before Christmas, when my Uncle Jack and Uncle Tony came to stay for a few nights, and played cards with my father, Uncle Jack came into the bathroom when I was washing before going to bed. 

      Uncle Jack has bits of beard on his cheeks and he’s shy and often has a frog in his throat; the words get stuck and he is sometimes unable to speak at all. But he must have had a few drinks that night because he seemed happy. He gave me a quid, and asked me about school. 

      I talked to him for a while and he said, ‘Talking to you is like watching a ventriloquist’s dummy with the ventriloquist nowhere to be found.’ 

      Later, when I put the quid he gave me in my piggy bank, I wished I hadn’t talked to him at all. Talking to somebody who’s drunk is like talking to an animal. 

      My mother wipes the windscreen while we wait at the corner for some children to cross the road. When she’s finished wiping, she turns to me. ‘If you ever want to talk to Dr Ryan or Miss Collins, let me know. Your father and I love you very much.’ 

      ‘OK,’ I say, wondering if there’s anybody crossing the road who can read lips. 

      ‘Darling boy. Will you talk to Miss Collins if you need to? If there’s any trouble?’ 

      ‘I already have,’ I say. ‘Everything is fine.’ 

      I haven’t talked to Miss Collins about my height or my voice. I want to get on; that’s all I want to do. 

      We drive down the dip in the road and enter the small and busy town where we shop for my new trousers. When we have finished in the shop, I go to the library around the corner, while my mother goes to the chemist. I borrow a book about lie detection and the librarian helps me to order another book from the Wexford library, which is much bigger. I tell her I’ll pick it up on my way home from school next week. 
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      It is Tuesday, late afternoon and I am sitting on my bed eating a banana and reading a book when her car pulls into the gravel driveway. My granny is home from Dublin. 

      I get up from my bed and listen at the door. She is on the front doorstep, talking to Joseph, whose caravan is parked with five others by the side of the road, two miles from here. He must have been waiting for Granny to come back. She gives him some money and he says, ‘Thank you, Mrs Egan. You’re my truest friend. Would you have an apple for Neddy?’ 

      Neddy is Joseph’s piebald horse, who stares at me and snorts whenever I see him. My granny goes to the kitchen, gets an apple and gives it to Neddy. 

      ‘You’re a fine horse,’ she says. 

      She closes the front door and I go back to my bed where I listen as she goes to her bedroom and then to the kitchen before she makes her way to me. I wish she would leave me alone. When she comes to my room, I often want to pull a blanket over my head, hoping that I might create a blackout and wake when she’s gone. 

      ‘I’m back,’ she says as she barges into my room and looks me up and down with the big, gaping eyes of a deep-sea fish. 

      ‘Hello,’ I say. 

      ‘Did you miss me?’ 

      ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Did you have a good time at the races?’ 

      ‘Oh, yes. And I saw your Aunty Evelyn in Dublin, too.’ 

      ‘That’s grand.’ 

      ‘Will I tell you a story, about a mouse in Gorey? Will I begin it? That’s all that’s in it.’ 

      I hate this riddle. ‘Go away,’ I want to say, but I can’t. This is her cottage and I prefer living here. When she sits on my bed, and grabs hold of my hand, I don’t stop her. 

      We used to live in a two-bedroom flat that had pale green walls and smelt of mould and mouse urine. But when my father lost his job, my mother’s pay wasn’t enough for the rent and so, a few months later, my grandmother invited us to live with her. 

      My grandfather owned a jewellery shop and left it to Granny in his will. He died when I was seven and Granny sold the shop and all the jewellery in it. As far as my father is concerned, some of the money from the sale of the jewellery shop should be his. 

      ‘Tickle, tickle, tickle,’ she says, as she lunges at me, putting her cold fingers under my right armpit, digging her nails in. 

      ‘I know where you’re ticklish,’ she says. ‘I know where! Under there!’ 

      I thrash and move away. I want her to tickle me but I know it will start out feeling good and end up feeling bad. 

      The more I move away, the more she digs under my armpits. We don’t speak and I pretend to laugh, pretend to be enjoying myself, and the silence during these episodes makes them stranger, as though we both know I’m pretending. 

      She stops. 

      ‘Can I’ve some sweets now?’ I ask. 

      ‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Maybe not.’ 

      ‘Please?’ I say. Before my grandmother has time to answer, my mother throws the bedroom door open so hard that it hits the wall. Perhaps she didn’t mean it. 

      Her face is flushed, down to her neck, and her eyes are wide and blue. She looks nicest when she comes home from working on her puppet shows, and I know that she will never get too old or ugly and will never look like Granny. 

      When my mother speaks I look at her mouth which looks like a pretty mouth should. When an ugly person speaks, their lips move like a gash cut into dough covering a dark hole. I often stare at faces to see whether the mouth is pretty and looks like a mouth should, or whether it is ugly and looks like a crooked gash that opens and closes. 

      ‘John, it’s time for tea,’ says my mother. 

      I put my half-eaten banana under my pillow. I don’t like to eat bananas in front of people. 

      ‘You can bring your banana with you if you’d like.’ 

      My mother refers to my banana as though it were a pet. 

      ‘That’s OK,’ I say. ‘I’ll eat it later.’ 

      ‘Suit yourself,’ she says. 

      We sit at the kitchen table and eat cream of chicken soup. Granny’s handbag is on the kitchen floor by the door and her coat is on the back of her chair. When she comes back from Dublin, she usually asks me to take her coat and bag to her room and she usually gives me a sweet when I come back with her slippers. Something is different today. 

      She drops her shoes to the floor and the smell of nylon and sweat climbs up the table and into my chicken soup. I watch her while she eats and her eating habits make me feel sick. My father is nearly as bad. Compared to my mother they are like wild dogs and the sounds they make fill the kitchen, like urinating fills a bathroom, and I want to block my ears. Their spoons clank against their bowls, their tongues slop in their mouths, and it is impossible to think of anything else. 

      When we have finished our soup, my grandmother goes to the dresser and comes back with six cream buns and a piece of wedding cake. The cake is covered in marzipan icing and smells awful, like fresh paint. I put two buns onto a plate and stand up from the table. I want to eat in my room. But my father puts his leg out in front of me so that I can’t leave. 

      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he says, with anger that is too sudden, too ready; as though he has been saving it up from Sunday. 

      A pain, not quite sharp, but not dull either, darts up from my bladder and rushes to my throat. ‘Nowhere,’ I say, and sit back down. 

      ‘Well, then,’ says my father to my grandmother, ‘did you have a good time in Dublin?’ 

      My grandmother’s lipstick has smeared onto a bun and she has cream on her nose. Her mouth is full of sodden bread, jam and cream, but she doesn’t bother to swallow the wet mess before she speaks. 

      ‘It was great. After the races I went to Evelyn’s shop and I sat myself down by her fire for a while.’ 

      Evelyn is my mother’s older sister. 

      My father and grandmother talk for a while, and my mother and I watch them, waiting for something to happen. There is often a row when my father and grandmother are at the table together. 

      After drinking tea, my grandmother has a glass of sherry, and her shoulders drop under the pleasure of it. Her head lolls, her eyes close and, finally, her head falls forward. My father moves his chair, and the scraping wakes her. She looks at him, startled. 

      ‘What happened to your beard?’ she asks, as though waking from a dream. 

      My mother and I laugh. 

      ‘I want to know what happened to my son’s face,’ she says. ‘He’s gone all soft and naked.’ 

      She has hardly finished speaking when her eyes close and her head folds into her chest. 

      ‘Wake up!’ my father shouts. ‘The table is not a bed.’ 

      She opens her eyes. ‘It’s my house and I’ll sleep in the cupboard under the stairs if I want to.’ 

      I wonder where Crito is and start calling for her. ‘Puss, puss, puss. Heeeeeere Crito! Heeeeeere Crito!’ 

      My father frowns at me, gets up, and leaves the kitchen without speaking. 

      Whenever my grandmother wins more than fifty pounds at the races, she takes me to Butlins holiday camp or to a circus if there’s one near by. At Butlins last year there was an exhibition called Amazing Wonders of the World. 

      There were pictures of giants and midgets, of a man with no arms who played the piano with his feet, and of Siamese twins, who faced away from each other while they kissed their boyfriends. 

      My grandmother and I sat in the front row and watched a film of a man going over Niagara Falls in a barrel and a re-enactment of Harry Houdini escaping from a straitjacket and chains. Houdini’s real name was Ehrich Weiss. He was born in 1874 and died in 1926. 

      My Aunty Evelyn has been to Niagara Falls. When she came home she said, ‘I’ve got quite a tan on me.’ But she was fatter than she was before she left, and nobody was looking at her tan. My mother says Aunty Evelyn is digging a grave with her teeth. 

      I look forward to seeing Aunty Evelyn because she tells me stories from that trip. She tells me about the town, with its big hill, called Clifton Hill, lined with museums and fun parlours; houses of oddities, miracles, neon lights and astonishing amusements. She says that the city by Niagara Falls is our way of competing with nature. ‘The natural freak of gigantic falls, and the human freak-show. It’s all there at Niagara.’ 

      It occurs to me that I could get to Niagara sooner if only my grandmother would help. 

      ‘Did you win?’ I ask as I tap her on the arm. She wakes. ‘Well? Did you win anything at the races?’ 

      ‘Not this time,’ she says. ‘But winning isn’t everything.’ 

      ‘So you won no races?’ I say. 

      ‘No,’ she says. ‘But I enjoyed myself.’ 

      I feel dizzy, suddenly, as though I have lost my balance. ‘Did you really not win any money?’ I ask. 

      ‘Sure, didn’t I tell you already?’ she says. ‘I didn’t win a penny.’ 

      I look down at the table. 

      ‘I’ll make some more tea,’ says my mother. ‘Take Granny’s coat and bag and put them in her room.’ 

      I take my grandmother’s coat and bag to her bedroom. Being inside her big bedroom is like being in another house, or in a chalet, like the one we stayed in at Butlins. I put her bag on the bed and open it. 

      Her purse is bursting with wads of money. I check the door and then I start counting the money by sorting the notes. Fifty, twenty, and five-pound notes in piles. Some of the notes are scrunched, a few are torn. I count once, and then count again, my heart pounding, shaking in my chest. 

      I’m going to be sick. I rush out to the bathroom, run the cold water tap, and I put my head over the toilet. It comes like last time, a rush of yellow liquid. I get most of the sick into the toilet and mop the rest up with toilet paper. My mouth tastes of bitter orange juice. 

      I go past the kitchen and look in. Granny is drinking tea and talking to my mother. I return to her bedroom and look at the money: seven hundred and forty-five pounds! I ask God to keep Granny in the kitchen so I won’t be caught and my hands shake as I take some of the money for myself. I put it in my pocket, but I am not a thief. This is the proof I need that I have not imagined these riches and that I have not imagined her lies. 

      I go to my room and don’t leave it again for the rest of the day. I can’t let anybody see my shaking hands. I put my chest of drawers in front of my door and count the money again. I have taken ninety pounds. I sort the notes into small bundles. Three twenties, two tens and two fives. I will keep the money under my mattress and decide what to do with it later. 

      At nine o’clock, my mother comes to my bedroom to say good-night. 

      ‘How is Lord Muck?’ she asks. 

      ‘Good.’ 

      ‘What are you doing?’ 

      ‘Thinking.’ 

      ‘You do an awful lot of thinking. Be careful you don’t turn into a hermit.’ 

      I don’t know why somebody spending their time thinking would surprise anybody. There are thousands of things to think about. When it comes to thinking, life is like a giant amusement park. When you walk into the park, you should want to go on all the rides. 

      I’d tell her this but she might think I’m being funny and laugh and I’m not in the mood for laughing. 

      ‘All right,’ I say. ‘I’ll stop now. Can you stay with me for a while?’ 

      She closes the door and sits on my bed. 

      ‘Can you rub my feet?’ I ask. 

      ‘You’ll have to get them out from under the covers.’ 

      She massages my feet and I look at her. 

      ‘You seem sad,’ she says. 

      ‘Because Da is a liar,’ I say. ‘That’s why I was sick on the floor.’ 

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ She lets go of my feet. 

      ‘I said Da is a liar.’ 

      ‘What do you mean your father is a liar?’ 

      I want to tell her that Granny is also a liar, but then she will know that I looked in her purse and might suspect me. 

      ‘He’s a liar and I have proof. I vomited because he lied to me. He lied about not feeling sad.’ 

      ‘You vomited at the sight of the dead kittens.’ 

      I sit up. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I vomited because I knew he lied. If I tell you how, will you promise not to tell Da?’ 

      ‘Go ahead and tell me.’ 

      ‘Do you promise?’ 

      ‘I promise. Tell me.’ 

      ‘Swear you won’t tell?’ 

      ‘I swear it. Now tell me.’ 

      ‘I’ve suspected Da was a liar before. Sometimes he promises to do things and I know he’ll break his promise. Sometimes he says he’ll be home for tea and I know he won’t. I’ve suspected him for ages. I just needed proof. Now I have the proof because I vomited. I know that Da’s a liar.’ 

      ‘That’s nonsense. You were sick because you were upset. Your father is not a liar.’ 

      ‘It was more than being sick. I saw the expression on his face change when he told the lie and I heard the change in his voice and I saw his hands shake.’ 

      She stands up and goes to the door without looking back at me. 

      ‘You’re tired and upset,’ she says. ‘Go to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.’ 

      ‘But …’ 

      She has gone. 

      I look in the Guinness Book of Records to see whether there’s anybody who has a gift for lie detection. There’s nobody. I will write and tell them that I can detect lies. If they decide to test me and I pass the test, I might get in the book, not for breaking a record (like eating the most hard-boiled eggs, or having the longest moustache), but for doing an astonishing thing. 

      Perhaps, I should also write to Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum. They might be interested in me. There’s a photograph of Robert Leroy Ripley over my bedhead. He stands with his arm around the shoulder of a man called El Fusilado, ‘The Executed One’, who faced the firing squad and lived. El Fusilado’s face is full of bullet holes, but he smiles, happy to be with Ripley. At the very least, I will make enough money from my gift to pay for a trip to Niagara Falls. 

      I listen out for my father and wonder if he will come to my room with my present when he gets home. I get my shoebox from under my bed and look at the postcards and brochures Aunty Evelyn sent to me from Niagara. 

      I know exactly how I want my trip to turn out. First of all, it will be Mammy and me, and I want us to sit together on a jumbo jet, and to see the Horseshoe Falls, the biggest falls, from the window of the aeroplane before we land at the airport at Niagara. And I want to take a photograph of the two of us in the cockpit with the pilot and the co-pilot. 

      I want us to get drenched from the spray of the falls and then to get dry – it will be summer – on our walk up Clifton Hill to the fun-fair, where there are rides and, most importantly of all, Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum. 

      I check my watch at half nine and my father’s still not home. I go to the living room and ask my grandmother where he is. She tells me he’s staying overnight in Wexford. He had to see his old boss about a favour. I fall asleep with a brochure from Ripley’s Museum under my pillow. 
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      My friend Brendan comes to the cottage in the morning an hour earlier than he is due. He’s always early, as though he wants to catch people doing something they shouldn’t be doing. He comes to my bedroom window while I’m getting dressed and taps on the glass. ‘Helloooooo,’ he says, in his mock farmer’s voice. ‘I’ve sold nine cows this very day.’ 

      ‘Hellooooo,’ I shout back. ‘Nine is better than eight, they say.’ 

      ‘Front or back?’ he asks. 

      ‘Through the chimney, for all I care.’ 

      There’s a front door and a back door and both are always open. 

      ‘Right, so,’ he says. 

      He presses his mouth and nose flat against the window and licks the glass. Brendan is shorter than I am, but bigger and wider. Stronger, too. He has a habit of hunching over, his head and neck forward and low, so that he looks like he’s trying to balance something on his back. 

      He comes to my room and we sit and talk on the floor for a little while. I don’t sit on the bed with him. I only sit on the bed with my mother. I wonder should I show him the money, but decide I shouldn’t. What if he wanted to spend some of it? What if he told one of his sisters? 

      We are on our way out to the field across from the cottage, when Granny stops us as we pass through the kitchen. ‘Brendan!’ she says. ‘You must stop and talk a while.’ 

      ‘OK, Mrs Egan,’ he says. 

      * * * 

      My grandmother often dresses from top to bottom in one colour and today she is wearing a yellow shirt, a yellow skirt and yellow high-heeled shoes. Even her big eyes look yellow. She offers to make Brendan some boiled eggs and, as she boils the eggs and makes the toast, Brendan tells her that rowdy twin girls were over at his house playing with his sisters before he left, and that he couldn’t wait to get away from them. 

      ‘Which twin girls?’ asks my grandmother. 

      ‘Bernice Boyd and her sister Bernadette,’ says Brendan. ‘They brought a birthday card and a cake for my sister.’ 

      ‘It would pay your sister to be careful with that card. Maybe give it a wipe with a damp cloth before she fondles it again.’ 

      ‘You can’t catch germs from a birthday card,’ I say. 

      ‘The rabies,’ says my grandmother, her voice loud, bits of spit falling out of her slackened mouth. ‘You could end up with the rabies. That whole family is frothing at the mouth because of the rabies.’ 

      I want to leave the room when my grandmother talks this way, but the eggs are ready. 

      ‘Here you are,’ she says. 

      The eggs are not boiled long enough and are too runny to eat. The white is the worst part: a raw, clear liquid. The yolk doesn’t look as awful as the raw egg white. 

      ‘You have these,’ I say to her. ‘I’m not so hungry.’ 

      My grandmother uses a knife to break the cap off her egg and the egg white spills over the side of the shell and onto the plate. Instead of using a spoon or a piece of bread to wipe up the mess, she lifts the eggcup to her face and licks the egg from the side of the broken shell. And then she lifts the plate from the table, tilts it to her mouth, and licks some more until there is no egg left. She eats as though she thinks chewing will get in the way of her food, as though she wants all food to be slippery. If a fish came to the table, this is how it would eat. 

      * * * 

      I don’t understand how such a neat and proper person can eat like this and make such a mess, always a sticky trail of food and dribble behind her. I get bad-tempered with her for being disgusting and a bad temper makes me short of breath. But she took us in when we had no money and tells us that this is our cottage; our home. And she sings fighting songs when she’s in the bath and she plays Scrabble with me and she taught me how to play backgammon and poker and she doesn’t let me win. 

      I grab hold of Brendan’s jacket and drag him from the kitchen. 

      ‘We’ve got to go,’ I say. 

      ‘Oh,’ she says, ‘if you really have to,’ and there’s nothing I can do to make her feel less sad about being left alone again. 

      We kick the football for hours and end up in the field about a mile away, half way between the cottage and our school. It’s almost dark and getting hard to see the ball. I sit on my haunches to rest for a minute and Brendan sits on the ball. 

      ‘Do you know,’ he says, ‘when we start the sixth class, eight months from now, some of the girls will be wearing brassières.’ 

      He bounces up and down on the football. 

      I stand and kick hard at the ball under him. ‘I’ll be in the Guinness Book of Records by then.’ 

      ‘What?’ 

      ‘I’m writing to them in a few days, before school starts.’ 

      ‘Why would the Guinness Book of Records put you in?’ 

      ‘I can’t say yet, but I’ll tell you once I get a letter back from them. It has to be a secret for a while.’ 

      ‘Stop kicking the ball! Who am I going to tell?’ 

      ‘It’s just that the thing I’m going to get in for is kind of unusual.’ 

      He gets up from the ball and pushes his chest out and I push mine out, too. It’s a game we play when we’re having a disagreement. I say ‘so’ and he says ‘so’ and we push each other around for a while. 

      ‘So?’ 

      ‘So?’ 

      ‘So?’ 

      He falls back and I charge him. 

      ‘So?’ 

      He charges at me. I lose my balance and fall. From the ground I say, ‘So?’ 

      And he laughs at me. ‘It’s five now. I have to be going.’ 

      ‘How do you know it’s five when you haven’t even a watch on?’ I ask. 

      ‘I saw yours a while ago and it was after three.’ 

      I look at my watch and it is only a minute from five o’clock. ‘It’s not yet five,’ I say. 

      ‘Bet you it is.’ 

      I would usually start another fight here, for the fun of it, but I want to go back to my room. 

      ‘See you at horrible school on Monday.’ 

      ‘See you,’ says Brendan, as he picks up the ball. ‘And don’t forget to tell the cows on the way back that grass is bad for them.’ 

      ‘Bye,’ I say. 

      He begins to walk backwards and so do I. We look at each other too long; not sure whether to nod or smile and we end up making odd faces that embarrass the both of us. I turn away and walk home as fast as I can. 

      I go the usual way, down the long fir-tree lane way and then across the fields to Granny’s cottage. In the last field there’s a narrow path that I follow every day after school, where the earth is trodden flat and the grass doesn’t grow. This is a path I’ve made and it bends three times in the middle like a snake. 

      At the edge of the field, to the north of our cottage and not far from the road, there’s a doll stuck in a tree and I can’t pass it without looking up. 

      She is wedged tight in the crook of two branches, about ten feet up, and out of reach; she has been there for years, ever since I started at the Gorey National School. Her dress is faded and some of the skin on her hands and arms is black, as though she has frostbite. 

      In winter I turn away from her as soon as I’ve checked that she’s still there, but in summer, when it’s not so dark in the afternoon, I feel sorry for her and want to pull her down. Some summer evenings, on the way home from school, I promise her that I will climb up the tree and take her down, but, as soon as I’ve had something to eat and drink, I forget her. 

      If not for Crito sitting on the kitchen table and purring, the cottage would be empty and silent. There are no lights on and the radio is switched off. Perhaps my grandmother is at bingo or the shops and my father is still in Wexford. Maybe my mother is at rehearsal for the summer pantomime. I sit down at the table and put Crito on my lap. I will think while I wait for somebody to come home. 

      My mother makes puppets but says she isn’t good enough to be a puppeteer. ‘I’ll leave that to the experts,’ she says. ‘I’m no performer.’ 

      But I know she is wrong. After last year’s pantomime, when most people had left the theatre and the lights and heaters had been turned off, a little girl cried for the puppets to come back. The little girl’s mammy lost her patience and said, ‘I’m going now,’ and left the little girl alone to howl, ‘Where’s The Wolf? Where’s Chicken Licken?’ 

      My mother showed the girl that the puppets are not real by making Chicken Licken speak like The Wolf and making The Wolf speak like Chicken Licken. When the girl cried more, my mother knelt down and put her hands around the little girl’s ribs. ‘Be quiet now,’ she said. ‘The puppets have gone to sleep.’ 

      The girl continued to cry until my mother kissed her hair. I walked towards them and my mother took her hands away from the little girl’s chest. ‘Leave us, John. Go and wait in the car,’ she said. She gave me the keys, but I didn’t go to the car. I went into the church hall’s kitchen and watched through the window to make sure nothing else happened. 

      And that’s how I know she is a better puppeteer than she says she is. 

      I make myself some toast with blackberry jam and go into the living room. And I see that my father has been home all this time. He is sitting in silence, on the end of the settee nearest to the open fire, reading Five Great Philosophers since Plato. He’s wearing slacks and a green jumper with a hole near his neck. There’s dark stubble on his chin. 

      ‘Hello, Da,’ I say. 

      ‘Hello, son,’ he says. 

      ‘Do you have that present for me?’ I ask. 

      ‘What present?’ 

      ‘The one you promised.’ 

      ‘Oh, yes. I couldn’t get it yet. I’ll get it tomorrow. It’ll be an even bigger surprise.’ 

      ‘But you said.’ 

      ‘Amorphous perversity,’ says my father ‘That’s what you have: the childhood belief that you can have, and should have, everything.’ 

      I turn on the television and sit at the other end of the settee with my toast and, after ten minutes or so of watching Doctor Who, I feel cold. I get up to move the coals in the fire with the poker. 

      When I sit back down, he says, ‘Hello, son,’ as though he has forgotten that we have already started a conversation. ‘Good day with Brendan?’ 

      ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘All right.’ 

      I take a few bites of toast but my tongue feels paralysed. ‘Da? When you’ve got your degree in criminology, do you want to help catch criminals?’ 

      He takes a deep breath and puts the book on his lap. I can tell that he wants to talk today. I pull my legs up onto the settee and move in close to him so that my knee touches his leg. 

      ‘Not especially,’ he says. ‘I want to understand them. You’ve heard the expression “prevention is better than cure”?’ 

      ‘But you and Uncle Jack and Uncle Tony talk about criminals deserving everything they get. You said they should be strung up.’ 

      My father senses that I have caught him out. He closes his eyes for a moment, then opens them, as though to start again. 

      ‘Sometimes it’s almost impossible to know what somebody really thinks from what they say. People are very hard to know. What I really think is much more complicated. What I really think is that only a monster could hang a man. And the men who stop the death penalty in America will be amongst the greatest that ever lived.’ 

      He looks at me to see if I can follow. I can. Better than he realises. 

      ‘And talk,’ he continues, ‘and words used in conversation, when people are trying to amuse each other and pass the time and swab the sore of boredom or loneliness … Well, these words are probably the worst way to judge somebody and the kind of talk you hear most of the time between your uncles and me, well, it’s a kind of reflex, like when I tap your knee and your leg shoots up.’ 

      Then, without another word, he returns to his book. I want to keep talking and he shouldn’t stop this way. 

      ‘But do you mean that you’d not want to punish criminals. Even the really bad ones? What if one of them killed Mam?’ 

      ‘They should be punished,’ he says as he rubs his face, ‘within reason. But maybe we should know why they commit their crimes in the first place.’ 

      I move closer to him on the settee; I can feel the warmth from his body. ‘But what if somebody knew that the criminal was lying? What if somebody was a lie detector?’ 

      ‘That’s a daft question.’ 

      I get a sudden, unexpected and scalding pain, like rope-burn in my stomach. I move a piece of toast around on the plate and look at him again. 

      ‘But,’ I say, ‘I want to know what should happen when you know for certain that a criminal is lying.’ 

      ‘Are you talking about polygraphs? Lie detection machines?’ he asks. 

      ‘Yes.’ 

      ‘But some people are very good liars.’ 

      ‘What if there was a person who was like a human lie detector, who could tell when somebody was lying?’ 

      He frowns. ‘I don’t think there’s such a person.’ 

      I sit up straighter and smile. It seems that my mother has kept her word and he knows nothing. 

      ‘What if there was?’ 

      ‘Well, he’d have to prove it to me. But he’d probably be a crank, like one of the freaks in your books.’ 

      I peel a crust off my toast and throw it into the fire and say no more. One by one I tear the rest of the crusts off and throw them into the fire. 

      ‘It’s a bad habit to throw good bread away like that.’ 

      I stand up. ‘I’m not very hungry,’ I say. ‘I’m going to my room.’ 

      But I don’t. I go out the front door. Even though it’s cold and wet and dark, I sit on my jacket on the small lawn by the gravel driveway and pull the grass out in clumps. I watch the cars go by, and the cows in the field across the road; the cows that come to the fence in groups of two or more, as though they think somebody will free them. 

      I wave at these cows sometimes, and go over to them and give them the grass I have pulled from the lawn. I like pulling at the grass, I like the sound of the tearing, the tidy, ripping sound. 

      I hear my mother and grandmother arriving home, but I don’t go out to them. I stay in my room and read. 

      It is late, but my mother hasn’t come to my room to say good-night. I go to the bathroom and find her. She’s wearing her nightie, hunched over the sink, brushing her teeth. I stand in the doorway and look at her. She stands straighter when she realises I’m watching her. 

      ‘Mmm?’ she says, the toothpaste on her lips and chin, ‘what do you want?’ 

      ‘Nothing,’ I say. 

      My mother finishes and, as she leaves the bathroom, she forgets to hand me my blue toothbrush. 

      ‘Can I’ve a word with you?’ I ask. 

      ‘A word?’ she says, as she smiles; some warmth at last. 

      ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Right now.’ 

      We go to my bedroom. I get in under the covers, and so does she. We lie on our backs, up close. Her arm is soft against mine, and before long we breathe together. Her long hair tickles my shoulder and her hand touches my thigh. I want to turn around to her, to have her face closer, but first I have to tell her. 

      ‘Granny lied too.’ 

      She rests her head on her hand, and turns to face me. 

      ‘That’s a very serious thing to say,’ she says. 

      ‘Mammy, I know when people are lying. I feel sick and I know it.’ She looks hard at me for a good while and I try not to blink. 

      ‘What lie did Granny tell?’ 

      I explain about the money, but I don’t say that I took any of it for myself. She sits up now, and doesn’t touch me any more. I close my eyes and wait for her to speak. 

      ‘Did you take any money from Granny’s purse?’ 

      ‘No, Mammy. Of course not.’ 

      I stop breathing. My heart thumps so hard I can feel it in my ears. Even though I’m nervous I must pay careful attention to how I feel. It will be important for me to know what lying feels like and to record exactly what it does to my body. I don’t want to lie but if we talk about the money then we won’t talk about my gift. If I tell one truth then more important truths won’t come out. 

      ‘Are you sure?’ she asks. 

      ‘Of course I’m sure.’ 

      I can’t look at her when I tell this lie and I frown to make myself look bothered and a bit cross. 

      ‘That’s good to hear,’ she says. 

      Good to hear. That’s the same as saying that you know somebody is lying but you like to hear the lie because it makes you feel better than hearing the truth. 

      ‘Good,’ I say. 

      ‘What happens when somebody tells a lie?’ she asks. 

      ‘I feel sick and my ears and neck burn and I notice every single thing that’s happening.’ 

      She stares at the carpet for a while. ‘I want you to promise you won’t say a word to your da or to Granny about this lying business.’ 

      Although she hasn’t told a lie, I know she doesn’t believe me and she’s mostly worried I’ll embarrass myself. She hasn’t asked enough questions and, if she believed me, she would be more curious. She’s normally a person who asks questions, one after another, and I always answer her questions. 

      ‘OK,’ I say. ‘It’ll be our secret.’ 

      ‘Let’s not call it a secret. Let’s just … let’s call it our sleeping dog.’ 

      ‘What kind of dog?’ 

      ‘A red-snorer with long hairy legs that twitch while he’s sleeping.’ 

      She lies down again. We smile but I want more: I want her to hug me. I lift my arm and put it over her shoulder. She puts her arm around my waist. This hasn’t happened for quite a long time. 

      ‘Close your eyes,’ she says. Once I have closed my eyes, she kisses me on the lips. 

      ‘Keep your eyes closed,’ she says. 

      ‘OK,’ I say. 

      She runs her hand along my side, and feels my hip, but she stops suddenly, pats me twice, takes her hand back to herself. And then she is up, too fast, out of my warm bed. 

      ‘Goodnight,’ she says. 

      ‘But …’ 

      ‘Goodnight.’ 

      I sit up till late reading the library book, The Truth about Lie Detection, and with a new pen and a new exercise book I start writing about lies and the way people behave when they lie. I call the book The Gol of Seil and I write about my father’s lie and about my grandmother’s lie and then about my mother’s strange reaction to the truth. 

      I wonder what will happen when people find out that I have this rare ability? Or when people realise they can’t deceive me? I’ll need to be careful. I’ll need to be very careful. 

      
        
      









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/9781847673626_cover_bbeb.jpg
Shortlisted for THEm

carry me down

M.J. HYLAND

!

“Instantly likeable” The Times
_ ‘ “Unputdownable” Ali Smith
“A remarkable novel” irish Times

.~





OPS/Canongate_logo.png
CANONCATE





