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Frank O’Connor was the pseudonym of Michael O’Donovan, who was born at Cork in 1903. Largely self-educated, he began to prepare a collected edition of his works at the age of twelve and later worked as a librarian, translator and journalist. When quite young he learned to speak Irish and saturated himself in Gaelic poetry, music and legend. When he was interned by the Free State Government he took the opportunity to learn several languages, but it was in Irish that he wrote a prize-winning study of Turgenev on his release. ‘A.E.’ began to publish his poems, stories and translations in the Irish Statesman. Meanwhile a local clergyman remarked of him, when he produced plays by Ibsen and Chekhov in Cork, that: ‘Mike the moke would go down to posterity at the head of the pagan Dublin muses.’ Frank O’Connor lived in Dublin and had an American wife, two sons and two daughters. He published Guests of the Nation, his first book, in 1931, and then followed over thirty volumes, largely of short stories, in addition to plays. Frank O’Connor died in 1966.
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Introduction

I first came to Frank O’Connor by way of a possessive pronoun. The fiction shelves of a secondhand bookshop in Dublin proposed an antique orange Penguin: author’s name in white, title in black, no strident capitals on the spine, and the cover taken up with what was in those days a come-on – a blurry author photo. It was not this, or the distantly familiar name, that made me buy it (the original 3/6d now having become six euros), but the title: My Oedipus Complex and Other Stories. It was the slyly inviting ‘My’ that did it. A lesser writer might have settled for ‘The’, and the book would have stayed on its shelf.

Since his death in 1966, a respectful forgettingness has settled over Frank O’Connor. Indeed, he is now better remembered – and more in print – in the United States than in either Britain or Ireland itself. Why should this have come about? Perhaps because in his large output – of novels, stories, plays, essays, travel books, biography, poetry and translations from the Irish – there is not one particular title to which his name is indelibly attached. Perhaps because his finest work is in the short story, a medium more vulnerable over time. Perhaps because he doesn’t require academic explication; in which he resembles some of the writers he most revered – Maupassant, Chekhov, Turgenev. Perhaps because he spent many years away in America, where his best work first appeared: the New Yorker ran fifty-one of his stories in a two-decade-long association beginning in 1945. Perhaps because he could be as harsh about the land of his birth as other Irish writers: it was ‘a country ruled by fools and blackguards’, where life was ‘emptiness and horror’ – though a country to which he returned, in 1961, for the last five years of his life. Even cumulatively, these reasons seem insufficient.

He was born Michael O’Donovan in Cork in 1903, a demographic rarity at that time: both a late child and an only child. His mother, Mary, had been born in 1865, a date she long concealed from her son; she was an orphan who channelled into him her social and cultural ambitions. His father, Michael, was an old soldier proud of his two pensions from the British Army, a bandsman and navvy, given to powerful drinking bouts which blighted family life. Frank was a self-admitted mother’s boy and sissy, who deep into adulthood fought his father for possession of the woman of the house. He left school at fourteen, and worked on the railways as a clerk in the flourishing misdirected-goods department. At fifteen he started doing ‘odd jobs’, as he put it, for the IRA; but proved a ‘wretchedly bad soldier’, and was interned by the Irish Free State for a year in 1922–3. Upon release he became a librarian, teacher, translator and man of the theatre, first in Cork then Dublin, rising to become director of the Abbey Theatre. After retiring from that post in 1939, he lived from his writing, with the help of teaching stints at American universities.

Much of his early life, up to and including internment, finds its way into his stories; his later life less (or less obviously) so. His first volume of autobiography, An Only Child, is full of brief anecdotes and asides which are recognizably the germ of later stories: how he drank his father’s pint; how he decided he was a changeling; how he determined to murder his embarrassing grandmother; how he sought to apply the English public-school ethic in an Irish trades school. Each is, however, only the germ: the final story has less to do with its authenticity of origin, everything to do with the manner of its development. William Maxwell, who was O’Connor’s editor at the New Yorker and thereby his great friend, said that Frank, despite being an only child, ‘behaved as if he were the oldest of a large family of boys and girls’. Such a transforming instinct is a good start for a fiction writer.

So is listening carefully – which may come in many forms, from a child’s eavesdropping upwards. In 1959, Maxwell received a letter from one of his magazine’s readers asking when to expect a new story from another of the Irish writers he published, Maeve Brennan. He showed the letter to Brennan, who judged its tone (or the request itself) impertinent, and concocted a fantastical reply purporting to come from Maxwell himself. The editor is terribly sorry to have to inform the reader that ‘our poor Miss Brennan’ has died – indeed, she shot herself (‘in the back with the aid of a small handmirror’) at the foot of the main altar of St Patrick’s Cathedral on Shrove Tuesday. The letter continues: ‘Frank O’Connor was where he usually is in the afternoons, sitting in a confession box pretending to be a priest and giving penance to some old woman and he heard the shot and he ran out…’ Brennan is making fun of her fellow-countryman and his subject-matter; but also of the writer’s love of hearing other people’s innermost secrets – which he, unlike the priest, will subsequently betray.

O’Connor himself put the point a different way. In An Only Child he describes himself as ‘a natural collaborationist’. By which he means that, ‘Like Dolan’s ass, I went a bit of the way with everybody.’ An initial biddability followed, at a certain point, by an instinctive intransigence. When he was an internee, Republican prisoners across Ireland were called out on hunger strike against the Free State; O’Connor was one of only three among the thousand prisoners in his camp who both voted and spoke against the decision. The writer has a similar stance, and duty: a bit of the way, but no further; join with others, inhabit their lives at will, but remain mulishly yourself.

Imaginative sympathy, and then, in rendering the lives of others, a furious – and, to some, infuriating – perfectionism. William Maxwell, who knew writers well, said that, ‘If there is an alarming object in this world it is a writer delighted with something he has just written. There is no worse sign.’ O’Connor almost never gave such a sign. Though he liked to write a quick first draft – obeying Maupassant’s injunction to ‘Get black on white’ – everything thereafter was itchy dissatisfaction and constant revision. His story ‘The Little Mother’ exists in seventeen versions, published and unpublished; sometimes the count rose as high as fifty drafts. A story might eventually appear in a magazine, but that would not be the end of revisions. Then it might be published in volume form, and still O’Connor would go on tinkering. Finally it might be Selected or Collected, yet there was always further work to be done. All for the sake of what Maxwell, writing about his friend, called ‘The happiness of getting it down right.’

Yeats, an admired and loved – if tricky – colleague at the Abbey Theatre, who encouraged O’Connor and published two volumes of his translations from the Irish, said famously – perhaps too famously – that ‘O’Connor is doing for Ireland what Chekhov did for Russia.’ This was promotionally useful, as such statements tend to be (Richard Ellmann called him ‘Flaubert among the bogs’, which maybe doesn’t work as well), but only true in part. Evidence of O’Connor’s love for Chekhov can be adduced from his edition of the writer, which Maxwell inherited and described: ‘So lived with – turned down corners, turned down sides of pages, coffee stains, whiskey stains, and perhaps tears.’ But the Irishman also knew the dangers of emulation: ‘He’s inimitable,’ he said of Chekhov to his Paris Review interviewer, ‘a person to read and admire and worship – but never, never, never to imitate.’ If seeking Russian connections, we might do better proposing a triangulation consisting of Gorky (O’Connor once described himself as ‘an aspiring young writer who wanted to know Ireland as Gorky had known Russia’), Isaak Babel (‘the man who has influenced me most’) and Turgenev (‘my hero among writers’). O’Connor’s first published work, written as an internee, was a prize-winning essay in Irish about Turgenev.

And even if we allow that some kind of Chekhovian or Russian mapping is going on, the Irishman’s case has an additional complication. Yes, he described without parallel a certain Ireland – provincial, priest-dominated, impoverished, hard-drinking, secretive, generous, collusive – at a certain time: after independence but before modernization or prosperity or (a key factor in numerous stories) contraception. His stories both look and are profoundly Irish in character and setting (there are occasional excursions among the Irish living in England). Yet they are by no means all Irish in origin. Some writers seek to prove their universality – or, at least, their appetite and diversity – by setting their work in different places and times. O’Connor did the opposite. English or American life might provide a story, an anecdote, a potentially useful scrap, but if he came to write it, he would quite deliberately repatriate it to Ireland. In 1955 he was living in Annapolis, and discovered three impeccably ‘Irish’ stories among local Annapolitans, including ‘The Man of the World’. The reasons for such transportation are partly defensive – stick with the voice, and voices, that you know and can render best – but also more high-minded: the external details of a story may vary, but its inner truth is universal. O’Connor liked to cite the story of Lord Edward Fitzgerald meeting an old (American) Indian woman and being told that as far as she was concerned, humanity was ‘all one Indian’.

He was to a large degree that paradoxical thing, an oral prose writer. His stories aim for your ear rather than your eye; they depend upon the sense of ‘an actual man, talking’ – one whose first task is to settle, even lull you (thus sometimes provoking the delusion that an easy, even sentimental, ride lies ahead). In this type of writing, verisimilitude of tone and psychological truth matter more than a flamboyant comparison or a self-advertising phrase. There is the narrative voice, and, within it, the voices: variations and modulations of speech are central to the representation of character. In this, O’Connor’s fiction is consonant with his own nature: ‘If I remember somebody, for instance, that I was very fond of, I don’t remember what he or she looked like, but I can absolutely take off the voices.’

Maxwell judged his friend capable of ‘marvellous descriptions’ but regretted that they ‘didn’t interest him’. The New Yorker editor would ask what a particular room, or house, in a story looked like, and O’Connor might admit that he didn’t really know; though he might ruefully agree to put up a few walls and doors if that was what the customer wanted. On Maxwell’s part, this was the reaction of an editor dutifully worrying about his magazine’s less imaginative readers; but it was also the response of a practising novelist to a short-story writer. The novelist historically pays more attention to fixtures and fittings than does the creator of the more compacted and poetic form. As O’Connor put it, the novel depends on creating a sense of continuing life, whereas the short story need merely suggest such continuance.

On one occasion, when Maxwell was locationally baffled, O’Connor sent him a couple of sketches to explain his story, marked with helpful annotations like ‘Window’, ‘Door’, ‘Hallway’, ‘Table’, ‘Father’ and ‘Son’. But this story – about a child ashamed of his parents – survives, fifty years on, not because of any decorative infill, but because of its narrative structure and psychological truth, because O’Connor remembered and understood the full peculiarity and relentlessness of children. He knew that ‘Children…see only one side of any question and because of their powerlessness see it with hysterical clarity.’ Hysterical clarity: in this respect the child is father to the writer. The adult may learn to view others with more tolerance, tenderness and wisdom; but the writer must retain the child’s absolutism of eye, whether writing about childhood itself, or war, or marriage, or solitude, about the life of a tramp or the life of a priest.

The child’s-eye view. O’Connor describes in An Only Child how as a small boy he had a great taste for sitting on roofs. ‘I was always very fond of heights, and afterwards it struck me that reading was only another form of height, and a more perilous one. It was a way of looking beyond your back yard into the neighbours’.’ This rooftop reader is an additional father to the writer: first you watch the lives of others, later you imagine them. O’Connor was to exploit this remembrance of height and reading in one of his best stories about childhood, ‘The Man of the World’, in which two boys, eager for the secrets of adult life, spy on a neighbouring house from a darkened attic. The child as spy as reader as peeping tom as writer.

O’Connor was a most untheoretical writer whose favourite lines from Faust were: ‘Grey, my dear friend, is all your theory, and green the golden tree of Life.’ Nevertheless, like many another literary practitioner who spends time in academe, he ended up with a theory of the short story. This he codified in The Lonely Voice, a study of the form which has since become a textbook in American writing schools. ‘There is in the short story at its most characteristic,’ he proposes, ‘something we do not often find in the novel – an intense awareness of human loneliness.’ The story deals especially with ‘submerged population groups’, which helps explain its strength in America, where such groups abound. They contain the form’s characteristic personnel: ‘outlawed figures wandering about the fringes of society’.

How far would Dolan’s ass go with this theory? It’s certainly true that many of O’Connor’s characters have sadness and loneliness at their centre; but this often seems to make them typical, rather than atypical, of the society to which they belong – one the writer himself described as ‘potty, lonely’. Take O’Connor’s priests, for example. These are rarely of the gentle, twinkly sort; they tend to be clever, manipulative, fierce, worldly, temptable and despairingly consumed by the life they have chosen. In this they are also analogues of the writer. As O’Connor put it,

The attraction of the religious life for the story-teller is overpowering. It is the attraction of a sort of life lived, or seeking to be lived, by standards other than those of this world, one which, in fact, resembles that of the artist. The good priest, like the good artist, needs human rewards, but no human reward can ever satisfy him.

But if the priest feels an unassuageable loneliness, this hardly makes him an ‘outlawed figure’ on the ‘fringes of society’. Priests were central to Irish society at the time O’Connor was describing. And quite a few others among his cast list might be surprised to discover that their maker considered them submerged and marginalized. Perhaps those priests are not so much outlawed as self-outlawed; and what O’Connor unfailingly locates is the loneliness at the heart of those who are regarded by others, and even by themselves, as normal, assimilated members of society.

Sometimes the writer doesn’t know best. Or, at least, someone else may know best as well. As Maxwell affectionately put it in the course of one editorial disagreement, ‘Of course you are right about the story, and I am too.’ Sometimes the quest for perfection can lead to over-revision; a writer may know his work too well, and find looseness in what was naturalness. Thus O’Connor turned against most of the stories in his first collection, Guests of the Nation (1931), on the grounds that they were ‘extravagant’ and insufficiently revised. He excluded all of them from his first selected, and allowed only one into his second. This seems to me too harsh a judgement; these early stories – many about the Civil War – are an essential part of his work. Here are times of wrenching national division and military chaos described with the verve of a young writer and participant. The older man might have controlled them more, but then the older man might also have filtered out some of the verve.

O’Connor’s tireless revisionism sprang from the mania and the quandary at the heart of writing: how to find the balance between life’s shapelessness and artistic form, between naturalness and control. In his finest work, this balance is effortlessly achieved (because effortfully achieved). His second wife Harriet O’Donovan Sheehy once described a revealing tic of her husband’s: ‘There was almost nothing in the world Michael coveted more than someone else’s pen or pencil and I often found several sharp pencils and a little metal pencil sharpener in his pajama pockets.’ Such is the writer’s nature: one who will look down from his rooftop into your back yard, then go part of the way with you, then hear your confession, and then steal your pencil. The contents of a pajama pocket are a give-away: about the writer’s covetousness; also about the writer’s constant readiness.

Julian Barnes

A Note on the Selection

O’Connor published six volumes of stories in his lifetime: Guests of the Nation (1931), Bones of Contention (1936), Crab Apple Jelly (1944), The Common Chord (1947), Traveller’s Samples (1951) and Domestic Relations (1957). He also chose The Stories of Frank O’Connor (1952), followed by More Stories (1954), which he later reworked as Collection Two (1964). After his death his widow, Harriet O’Donovan Sheehy, published Collection Three (1969) and The Cornet-Player Who Betrayed Ireland (1981). I have chosen thirty stories from the hundred and fifty or so these books contain. O’Connor was very attentive to the ordering of his stories within each volume; I have followed his lead, preferring a kind of overall narrative to the hazards of chronological order. So the book begins with stories about childhood; then war; then peace and adulthood; then age and death. This is not, however, intended to make the contents seem more autobiographical than they are.

O’Connor’s letters to and from William Maxwell were published as The Happiness of Getting It Down Right, edited by Michael Steinman (Alfred A. Knopf, 1996).


The Genius

1

Some kids are cissies by nature but I was a cissy by conviction. Mother had told me about geniuses; I wanted to be one, and I could see for myself that fighting, as well as being sinful, was dangerous. The kids round the Barrack where I lived were always fighting. Mother said they were savages, that I needed proper friends, and that once I was old enough to go to school I would meet them.

My way, when someone wanted to fight and I could not get away, was to climb on the nearest wall and argue like hell in a shrill voice about Our Blessed Lord and good manners. This was a way of attracting attention, and it usually worked because the enemy, having stared incredulously at me for several minutes, wondering if he would have time to hammer my head on the pavement before someone came out to him, yelled something like ‘blooming cissy’ and went away in disgust. I didn’t like being called a cissy but I preferred it to fighting. I felt very like one of those poor mongrels who slunk through our neighbourhood and took to their heels when anyone came near them, and I always tried to make friends with them.

I toyed with games, and enjoyed kicking a ball gently before me along the pavement till I discovered that any boy who joined me grew violent and started to shoulder me out of the way. I preferred little girls because they didn’t fight so much, but otherwise I found them insipid and lacking in any solid basis of information. The only women I cared for were grown-ups, and my most intimate friend was an old washerwoman called Miss Cooney who had been in the lunatic asylum and was very religious. It was she who had told me all about dogs. She would run a mile after anyone she saw hurting an animal, and even went to the police about them, but the police knew she was mad and paid no attention.

She was a sad-looking woman with grey hair, high cheekbones and toothless gums. While she ironed, I would sit for hours in the hot, steaming, damp kitchen, turning over the pages of her religious books. She was fond of me too, and told me she was sure I would be a priest. I agreed that I might be a bishop, but she didn’t seem to think so highly of bishops. I told her there were so many other things I might be that I couldn’t make up my mind, but she only smiled at this. Miss Cooney thought there was only one thing a genius could be and that was a priest.

On the whole I thought an explorer was what I would be. Our house was in a square between two roads, one terraced above the other, and I could leave home, follow the upper road for a mile past the Barrack, turn left on any of the intervening roads and lanes, and return almost without leaving the pavement. It was astonishing what valuable information you could pick up on a trip like that. When I came home I wrote down my adventures in a book called The Voyages of Johnson Martin, ‘with many Maps and Illustrations, Irishtown University Press, 3s. 6d. nett’. I was also compiling The Irishtown University Song Book for Use in Schools and Institutions by Johnson Martin, which had the words and music of my favourite songs. I could not read music yet but I copied it from anything that came handy, preferring staff to solfa because it looked better on the page. But I still wasn’t sure what I would be. All I knew was that I intended to be famous and have a statue put up to me near that of Father Matthew, in Patrick Street. Father Matthew was called the Apostle of Temperance, but I didn’t think much of temperance. So far our town hadn’t a proper genius and I intended to supply the deficiency.

But my work continued to bring home to me the great gaps in my knowledge. Mother understood my difficulty and worried herself endlessly finding answers to my questions, but neither she nor Miss Cooney had a great store of the sort of information I needed, and Father was more a hindrance than a help. He was talkative enough about subjects that interested himself but they did not greatly interest me. ‘Ballybeg,’ he would say brightly. ‘Market town. Population 648. Nearest station, Rathkeale.’ He was also forthcoming enough about other things, but later, Mother would take me aside and explain that he was only joking again. This made me mad, because I never knew when he was joking and when he wasn’t.

I can see now, of course, that he didn’t really like me. It was not the poor man’s fault. He had never expected to be the father of a genius and it filled him with forebodings. He looked round him at all his contemporaries who had normal, bloodthirsty, illiterate children, and shuddered at the thought that I would never be good for anything but being a genius. To give him his due, it wasn’t himself he worried about, but there had never been anything like it in the family before and he dreaded the shame of it. He would come in from the front door with his cap over his eyes and his hands in his trouser pockets and stare moodily at me while I sat at the kitchen table, surrounded by papers, producing fresh maps and illustrations for my book of voyages, or copying the music of ‘The Minstrel Boy’.

‘Why can’t you go out and play with the Horgans?’ he would ask wheedlingly, trying to make it sound attractive.

‘I don’t like the Horgans, Daddy,’ I would reply politely.

‘But what’s wrong with them?’ he would ask testily. ‘They’re fine manly young fellows.’

‘They’re always fighting, Daddy.’

‘And what harm is fighting? Can’t you fight them back?’

‘I don’t like fighting, Daddy, thank you,’ I would say, still with perfect politeness.

‘The dear knows, the child is right,’ Mother would say, coming to my defence. ‘I don’t know what sort those children are.’

‘Ah, you have him as bad as yourself,’ Father would snort, and stalk to the front door again, to scald his heart with thoughts of the nice natural son he might have had if only he hadn’t married the wrong woman. Granny had always said Mother was the wrong woman for him and now she was being proved right.

She was being proved so right that the poor man couldn’t keep his eyes off me, waiting for the insanity to break out in me. One of the things he didn’t like was my Opera House. The Opera House was a cardboard box I had mounted on two chairs in the dark hallway. It had a proscenium cut in it, and I had painted some back-drops of mountain and sea, with wings that represented trees and rocks. The characters were pictures cut out, mounted and coloured, and moved on bits of stick. It was lit with candles, for which I had made coloured screens, greased so that they were transparent, and I made up operas from story-books and bits of songs. I was singing a passionate duet for two of the characters while twiddling the screens to produce the effect of moonlight when one of the screens caught fire and everything went up in a mass of flames. I screamed and Father came out to stamp out the blaze, and he cursed me till even Mother lost her temper with him and told him he was worse than six children, after which he wouldn’t speak to her for a week.

Another time I was so impressed with a lame teacher I knew that I decided to have a lame leg myself, and there was hell in the home for days because Mother had no difficulty at all in seeing that my foot was already out of shape while Father only looked at it and sniffed contemptuously. I was furious with him, and Mother decided he wasn’t much better than a monster. They quarrelled for days over that until it became quite an embarrassment to me because, though I was bored stiff with limping, I felt I should be letting her down by getting better. When I went down the Square, lurching from side to side, Father stood at the gate, looking after me with a malicious knowing smile, and when I had discarded my limp, the way he mocked Mother was positively disgusting.

2

As I say, they squabbled endlessly about what I should be told. Father was for telling me nothing.

‘But, Mick,’ Mother would say earnestly, ‘the child must learn.’

‘He’ll learn soon enough when he goes to school,’ he snarled. ‘Why do you be always at him, putting ideas into his head? Isn’t he bad enough? I’d sooner the boy would grow up a bit natural.’

But either Mother didn’t like children to be natural or she thought I was natural enough as I was. Women, of course, don’t object to geniuses half as much as men do. I suppose they find them a relief.

Now one of the things I wanted badly to know was where babies came from, but this was something that no one seemed to be able to explain to me. When I asked Mother she got upset and talked about birds and flowers, and I decided that if she had ever known she must have forgotten it and was ashamed to say so. Miss Cooney only smiled wistfully when I asked her and said, ‘You’ll know all about it soon enough, child.’

‘But, Miss Cooney,’ I said with great dignity, ‘I have to know now. It’s for my work, you see.’

‘Keep your innocence while you can, child,’ she said in the same tone. ‘Soon enough the world will rob you of it, and once ’tis gone ’tis gone for ever.’

But whatever the world wanted to rob me of, it was welcome to it from my point of view, if only I could get a few facts to work on. I appealed to Father and he told me that babies were dropped out of aeroplanes and if you caught one you could keep it. ‘By parachute?’ I asked, but he only looked pained and said, ‘Oh, no, you don’t want to begin by spoiling them.’ Afterwards, Mother took me aside again and explained that he was only joking. I went quite dotty with rage and told her that one of these days he would go too far with his jokes.

All the same, it was a great worry to Mother. It wasn’t every mother who had a genius for a son, and she dreaded that she might be wronging me. She suggested timidly to Father that he should tell me something about it and he danced with rage. I heard them because I was supposed to be playing with the Opera House upstairs at the time. He said she was going out of her mind, and that she was driving me out of my mind at the same time. She was very upset because she had considerable respect for his judgement.

At the same time when it was a matter of duty she could be very, very obstinate. It was a heavy responsibility, and she disliked it intensely – a deeply pious woman who never mentioned the subject at all to anybody if she could avoid it – but it had to be done. She took an awful long time over it – it was a summer day, and we were sitting on the bank of a stream in the Glen – but at last I managed to detach the fact that mummies had an engine in their tummies and daddies had a starting-handle that made it work, and once it started it went on until it made a baby. That certainly explained an awful lot of things I had not understood up to this – for instance, why fathers were necessary and why Mother had buffers on her chest while Father had none. It made her almost as interesting as a locomotive, and for days I went round deploring my own rotten luck that I wasn’t a girl and couldn’t have an engine and buffers of my own instead of a measly old starting-handle like Father.

Soon afterwards I went to school and disliked it intensely. I was too small to be moved up to the big boys and the other ‘infants’ were still at the stage of spelling ‘cat’ and ‘dog’. I tried to tell the old teacher about my work, but she only smiled and said, ‘Hush, Larry!’ I hated being told to hush. Father was always saying it to me.

One day I was standing at the playground gate, feeling very lonely and dissatisfied, when a tall girl from the Senior Girls’ school spoke to me. She was a girl with a plump, dark face and black pigtails.

‘What’s your name, little boy?’ she asked.

I told her.

‘Is this your first time at school?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And do you like it?’

‘No, I hate it,’ I replied gravely. ‘The children can’t spell and the old woman talks too much.’

Then I talked myself for a change and she listened attentively while I told her about myself, my voyages, my books and the time of the trains from all the city stations. As she seemed so interested I told her I would meet her after school and tell her some more.

I was as good as my word. When I had eaten my lunch, instead of going on further voyages I went back to the Girls’ School and waited for her to come out. She seemed pleased to see me because she took my hand and brought me home with her. She lived up Gardiner’s Hill, a steep, demure suburban road with trees that overhung the walls at either side. She lived in a small house on top of the hill and was one of a family of three girls. Her little brother, John Joe, had been killed the previous year by a car. ‘Look at what I brought home with me!’ she said when we went into the kitchen, and her mother, a tall, thin woman, made a great fuss of me and wanted me to have my dinner with Una. That was the girl’s name. I didn’t take anything, but while she ate I sat by the range and told her mother about myself as well. She seemed to like it as much as Una, and when dinner was over Una took me out in the fields behind the house for a walk.

When I went home at tea-time, Mother was delighted.

‘Ah,’ she said, ‘I knew you wouldn’t be long making nice friends at school. It’s about time for you, the dear knows.’

I felt much the same about it, and every fine day at three I waited for Una outside the school. When it rained and Mother would not let me out I was miserable.

One day while I was waiting for her there were two senior girls outside the gate.

‘Your girl isn’t out yet, Larry,’ said one with a giggle.

‘And do you mean to tell me Larry has a girl?’ the other asked with a shocked air.

‘Oh, yes,’ said the first. ‘Una Dwyer is Larry’s girl. He goes with Una, don’t you, Larry?’

I replied politely that I did, but in fact I was seriously alarmed. I had not realized that Una would be considered my girl. It had never happened to me before, and I had not understood that my waiting for her would be regarded in such a grave light. Now, I think the girls were probably right anyhow, for that is always the way it has happened to me. A woman has only to shut up and let me talk long enough for me to fall head and ears in love with her. But then I did not recognize the symptoms. All I knew was that going with somebody meant you intended to marry them. I had always planned on marrying Mother; now it seemed as if I was expected to marry someone else, and I wasn’t sure if I should like it or if, like football, it would prove to be one of those games that two people could not play without pushing.

A couple of weeks later I went to a party at Una’s house. By this time it was almost as much mine as theirs. All the girls liked me and Mrs Dwyer talked to me by the hour. I saw nothing peculiar about this except a proper appreciation of geniuses. Una had warned me that I should be expected to sing, so I was ready for the occasion. I sang the Gregorian Credo, and some of the little girls laughed, but Mrs Dwyer only looked at me fondly.

‘I suppose you’ll be a priest when you grow up, Larry?’ she asked.

‘No, Mrs Dwyer,’ I replied firmly. ‘As a matter of fact, I intend to be a composer. Priests can’t marry, you see, and I want to get married.’

That seemed to surprise her quite a bit. I was quite prepared to continue discussing my plans for the future, but all the children talked together. I was used to planning discussions so that they went on for a long time, but I found that whenever I began one in the Dwyers’, it was immediately interrupted so that I found it hard to concentrate. Besides, all the children shouted, and Mrs Dwyer, for all her gentleness, shouted with them and at them. At first, I was somewhat alarmed, but I soon saw that they meant no particular harm, and when the party ended I was jumping up and down on the sofa, shrieking louder than anyone while Una, in hysterics of giggling, encouraged me. She seemed to think I was the funniest thing ever.

It was a moonlit November night, and lights were burning in the little cottages along the road when Una brought me home. On the road outside she stopped uncertainly and said, ‘This is where little John Joe was killed.’

There was nothing remarkable about the spot, and I saw no chance of acquiring any useful information.

‘Was it a Ford or a Morris?’ I asked, more out of politeness than anything else.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied with smouldering anger. ‘It was Donegan’s old car. They can never look where they’re going, the old shows!’

‘Our Lord probably wanted him,’ I said perfunctorily.

‘I dare say He did,’ Una replied, though she showed no particular conviction. ‘That old fool, Donegan – I could kill him whenever I think of it.’

‘You should get your mother to make you another,’ I suggested helpfully.

‘Make me a what?’ Una exclaimed in consternation.

‘Make you another brother,’ I repeated earnestly. ‘It’s quite easy, really. She has an engine in her tummy, and all your daddy has to do is to start it with his starting-handle.’

‘Cripes!’ Una said, and clapped her hand over her mouth in an explosion of giggles. ‘Imagine me telling her that!’

‘But it’s true, Una,’ I said obstinately. ‘It only takes nine months. She could make you another little brother by next summer.’

‘Oh, Jay!’ exclaimed Una in another fit of giggles. ‘Who told you all that?’

‘Mummy did. Didn’t your mother tell you?’

‘Oh, she says you buy them from Nurse Daly,’ said Una, and began to giggle again.

‘I wouldn’t really believe that,’ I said with as much dignity as I could muster.

But the truth was I felt I had made a fool of myself again. I realized now that I had never been convinced by Mother’s explanation. It was too simple. If there was anything that woman could get wrong she did so without fail. And it upset me, because for the first time I found myself wanting to make a really good impression. The Dwyers had managed to convince me that whatever else I wanted to be I did not want to be a priest. I didn’t even want to be an explorer, a career which would take me away for long periods from my wife and family. I was prepared to be a composer and nothing but a composer.

That night in bed I sounded Mother on the subject of marriage. I tried to be tactful because it had always been agreed between us that I should marry her and I did not wish her to see that my feelings had changed.

‘Mummy,’ I asked, ‘if a gentleman asks a lady to marry him, what does he say?’

‘Oh,’ she replied shortly, ‘some of them say a lot. They say more than they mean.’

She was so irritable that I guessed she had divined my secret and I felt really sorry for her.

‘If a gentleman said, “Excuse me, will you marry me?” would that be all right?’ I persisted.

‘Ah, well, he’d have to tell her first that he was fond of her,’ said Mother who, no matter what she felt, could never bring herself to deceive me on any major issue.

But about the other matter I saw that it was hopeless to ask her any more. For days I made the most pertinacious inquiries at school and received some startling information. One boy had actually come floating down on a snowflake, wearing a bright blue dress, but to his chagrin and mine, the dress had been given away to a poor child in the North Main Street. I grieved long and deeply over this wanton destruction of evidence. The balance of opinion favoured Mrs Dwyer’s solution, but of the theory of engines and starting-handles no one in the school had ever heard. That theory might have been all right when Mother was a girl but it was now definitely out of fashion.

And because of it I had been exposed to ridicule before the family whose good opinion I valued most. It was hard enough to keep up my dignity with a girl who was doing algebra while I hadn’t got beyond long division without falling into childish errors that made her laugh. That is another thing I still cannot stand, being made fun of by women. Once they begin on it they never stop. Once when we were going up Gardiner’s Hill together after school she stopped to look at a baby in a pram. The baby grinned at her and she gave him her finger to suck. He waved his fists and sucked like mad, and she went off into giggles again.

‘I suppose that was another engine?’ she said.

Four times at least she mentioned my silliness, twice in front of other girls and each time, though I pretended to ignore it, I was pierced to the heart. It made me determined not to be exposed again. Once Mother asked Una and her younger sister, Joan, to tea, and all the time I was in an agony of self-consciousness, dreading what she would say next. I felt that a woman who had said such things about babies was capable of anything. Then the talk turned on the death of little John Joe, and it all flowed back into my mind on a wave of mortification. I made two efforts to change the conversation, but Mother returned to it. She was full of pity for the Dwyers, full of sympathy for the little boy and had almost reduced herself to tears. Finally I got up and ordered Una and Joan to play with me. Then Mother got angry.

‘For goodness’ sake, Larry, let the children finish their tea!’ she snapped.

‘It’s all right, Mrs Delaney,’ Una said good-naturedly. ‘I’ll go with him.’

‘Nonsense, Una!’ Mother said sharply. ‘Finish your tea and go on with what you were saying. It’s a wonder to me your poor mother didn’t go out of her mind. How can they let people like that drive cars?’

At this I set up a loud wail. At any moment now I felt she was going to get on to babies and advise Una about what her mother ought to do.

‘Will you behave yourself, Larry!’ Mother said in a quivering voice. ‘Oh what’s come over you in the past few weeks? You used to have such nice manners, and now look at you! A little corner boy! I’m ashamed of you!’

How could she know what had come over me? How could she realize that I was imagining the family circle in the Dwyers’ house and Una, between fits of laughter, describing my old-fashioned mother who still talked about babies coming out of people’s stomachs? It must have been real love, for I have never known true love in which I wasn’t ashamed of Mother.

And she knew it and was hurt. I still enjoyed going home with Una in the afternoons and while she ate her dinner, I sat at the piano and pretended to play my own compositions, but whenever she called at our house for me I grabbed her by the hand and tried to drag her away so that she and Mother shouldn’t start talking.

‘Ah, I’m disgusted with you,’ Mother said one day. ‘One would think you were ashamed of me in front of that little girl. I’ll engage she doesn’t treat her mother like that.’

Then one day I was waiting for Una at the school gate as usual. Another boy was waiting there as well – one of the seniors. When he heard the screams of the school breaking up he strolled away and stationed himself at the foot of the hill by the crossroads. Then Una herself came rushing out in her wide-brimmed felt hat, swinging her satchel, and approached me with a conspiratorial air.

‘Oh, Larry, guess what’s happened!’ she whispered. ‘I can’t bring you home with me today. I’ll come down and see you during the week though. Will that do?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ I said in a dead cold voice. Even at the most tragic moment of my life I could be nothing but polite. I watched her scamper down the hill to where the big boy was waiting. He looked over his shoulder with a grin, and then the two of them went off together.

Instead of following them I went back up the hill alone and stood leaning over the quarry wall, looking at the roadway and the valley of the city beneath me. I knew this was the end. I was too young to marry Una. I didn’t know where babies came from and I didn’t understand algebra. The fellow she had gone home with probably knew everything about both. I was full of gloom and revengeful thoughts. I, who had considered it sinful and dangerous to fight, was now regretting that I hadn’t gone after him to batter his teeth in and jump on his face. It wouldn’t even have mattered to me that I was too young and weak and that he would have done all the battering. I saw that love was a game that two people couldn’t play at without pushing, just like football.

I went home and, without saying a word, took out the work I had been neglecting so long. That too seemed to have lost its appeal. Moodily I ruled five lines and began to trace the difficult sign of the treble clef.

‘Didn’t you see Una, Larry?’ Mother asked in surprise, looking up from her sewing.

‘No, Mummy,’ I said, too full for speech.

‘Wisha, ’twasn’t a falling-out ye had?’ she asked in dismay, coming towards me. I put my head on my hands and sobbed. ‘Wisha, never mind, childeen!’ she murmured, running her hand through my hair. ‘She was a bit old for you. You reminded her of her little brother that was killed, of course – that was why. You’ll soon make new friends, take my word for it.’

But I did not believe her. That evening there was no comfort for me. My great work meant nothing to me and I knew it was all I would ever have. For all the difference it made I might as well become a priest. I felt it was a poor, sad, lonesome thing being nothing but a genius.


My Oedipus Complex

Father was in the army all through the war – the First War, I mean – so, up to the age of five, I never saw much of him, and what I saw did not worry me. Sometimes I woke and there was a big figure in khaki peering down at me in the candlelight. Sometimes in the early morning I heard the slamming of the front door and the clatter of nailed boots down the cobbles of the lane. These were Father’s entrances and exits. Like Santa Claus he came and went mysteriously.

In fact, I rather liked his visits, though it was an uncomfortable squeeze between Mother and him when I got into the big bed in the early morning. He smoked, which gave him a pleasant musty smell, and shaved, an operation of astounding interest. Each time he left a trail of souvenirs – model tanks and Gurkha knives with handles made of bullet cases, and German helmets and cap badges and button-sticks, and all sorts of military equipment – carefully stowed away in a long box on top of the wardrobe, in case they ever came in handy. There was a bit of the magpie about Father; he expected everything to come in handy. When his back was turned, Mother let me get a chair and rummage through his treasures. She didn’t seem to think so highly of them as he did.

The war was the most peaceful period of my life. The window of my attic faced south-east. My Mother had curtained it, but that had small effect. I always woke with the first light and, with all the responsibilities of the previous day melted, feeling myself rather like the sun, ready to illumine and rejoice. Life never seemed so simple and clear and full of possibilities as then. I put my feet out from under the clothes – I called them Mrs Left and Mrs Right – and invented dramatic situations for them in which they discussed the problems of the day. At least Mrs Right did; she was very demonstrative, but I hadn’t the same control of Mrs Left, so she mostly contented herself with nodding agreement.

They discussed what Mother and I should do during the day, what Santa Claus should give a fellow for Christmas, and what steps should be taken to brighten the home. There was that little matter of the baby, for instance. Mother and I could never agree about that. Ours was the only house in the terrace without a new baby, and Mother said we couldn’t afford one till Father came back from the war because they cost seventeen and six. That showed how simple she was. The Geneys up the road had a baby, and everyone knew they couldn’t afford seventeen and six. It was probably a cheap baby, and Mother wanted something really good, but I felt she was too exclusive. The Geneys’ baby would have done us fine.

Having settled my plans for the day, I got up, put a chair under the attic window, and lifted the frame high enough to stick out my head. The window overlooked the front gardens of the terrace behind ours, and beyond these it looked over a deep valley to the tall, red-brick houses terraced up the opposite hillside, which were all still in shadow, while those at our side of the valley were all lit up, though with long strange shadows that made them seem unfamiliar; rigid and painted.

After that I went into Mother’s room and climbed into the big bed. She woke and I began to tell her of my schemes. By this time, though I never seem to have noticed it, I was petrified in my nightshirt, and I thawed as I talked until, the last frost melted, I fell asleep beside her and woke again only when I heard her below in the kitchen, making the breakfast.

After breakfast we went into town; heard Mass at St Augustine’s and said a prayer for Father, and did the shopping. If the afternoon was fine we either went for a walk in the country or a visit to Mother’s great friend in the convent, Mother St Dominic. Mother had them all praying for Father, and every night, going to bed, I asked God to send him back safe from the war to us. Little, indeed, did I know what I was praying for!

One morning I got into the big bed, and there, sure enough, was Father in his usual Santa Claus manner, but later, instead of uniform, he put on his best blue suit, and Mother was as pleased as anything. I saw nothing to be pleased about, because, out of uniform, Father was altogether less interesting, but she only beamed, and explained that our prayers had been answered, and off we went to Mass to thank God for having brought Father safely home.

The irony of it! That very day when he came in to dinner he took off his boots and put on his slippers, donned the dirty old cap he wore about the house to save him from colds, crossed his legs, and began to talk gravely to Mother, who looked anxious. Naturally, I disliked her looking anxious, because it destroyed her good looks, so I interrupted him.

‘Just a moment, Larry!’ she said gently.

This was only what she said when we had boring visitors, so I attached no importance to it and went on talking.

‘Do be quiet, Larry!’ she said impatiently. ‘Don’t you hear me talking to Daddy?’

This was the first time I had heard those ominous words, ‘talking to Daddy’, and I couldn’t help feeling that if this was how God answered prayers, he couldn’t listen to them very attentively.

‘Why are you talking to Daddy?’ I asked with as great a show of indifference as I could muster.

‘Because Daddy and I have business to discuss. Now don’t interrupt again!’

In the afternoon, at Mother’s request, Father took me for a walk. This time we went into town instead of out to the country, and I thought at first, in my usual optimistic way, that it might be an improvement. It was nothing of the sort. Father and I had quite different notions of a walk in town. He had no proper interest in trams, ships, and horses, and the only thing that seemed to divert him was talking to fellows as old as himself. When I wanted to stop he simply went on, dragging me behind him by the hand; when he wanted to stop I had no alternative but to do the same. I noticed that it seemed to be a sign that he wanted to stop for a long time whenever he leaned against a wall. The second time I saw him do it I got wild. He seemed to be settling himself forever. I pulled him by the coat and trousers, but, unlike Mother who, if you were too persistent, got into a wax and said: ‘Larry, if you don’t behave yourself, I’ll give you a good slap,’ Father had an extraordinary capacity for amiable inattention. I sized him up and wondered would I cry, but he seemed to be too remote to be annoyed even by that. Really, it was like going for a walk with a mountain! He either ignored the wrenching and pummelling entirely, or else glanced down with a grin of amusement from his peak. I had never met anyone so absorbed in himself as he seemed.

At tea-time, ‘talking to Daddy’ began again, complicated this time by the fact that he had an evening paper, and every few minutes he put it down and told Mother something new out of it. I felt this was foul play. Man for man, I was prepared to compete with him any time for Mother’s attention, but when he had it all made up for him by other people it left me no chance. Several times I tried to change the subject without success.

‘You must be quiet while Daddy is reading, Larry,’ Mother said impatiently.

It was clear that she either genuinely liked talking to Father better than talking to me, or else that he had some terrible hold on her which made her afraid to admit the truth.

‘Mummy,’ I said that night when she was tucking me up, ‘do you think if I prayed hard God would send Daddy back to the war?’

She seemed to think about that for a moment.

‘No, dear,’ she said with a smile. ‘I don’t think he would.’

‘Why wouldn’t he, Mummy?’

‘Because there isn’t a war any longer, dear.’

‘But, Mummy, couldn’t God make another war, if He liked?’

‘He wouldn’t like to, dear. It’s not God who makes wars, but bad people.’

‘Oh!’ I said.

I was disappointed about that. I began to think that God wasn’t quite what he was cracked up to be.

Next morning I woke at my usual hour, feeling like a bottle of champagne. I put out my feet and invented a long conversation in which Mrs Right talked of the trouble she had with her own father till she put him in the Home. I didn’t quite know what the Home was but it sounded the right place for Father. Then I got my chair and stuck my head out of the attic window. Dawn was just breaking, with a guilty air that made me feel I had caught it in the act. My head bursting with stories and schemes, I stumbled in next door, and in the half-darkness scrambled into the big bed. There was no room at Mother’s side so I had to get between her and Father. For the time being I had forgotten about him, and for several minutes I sat bolt upright, racking my brains to know what I could do with him. He was taking up more than his fair share of the bed, and I couldn’t get comfortable, so I gave him several kicks that made him grunt and stretch. He made room all right, though. Mother waked and felt for me. I settled back comfortably in the warmth of the bed with my thumb in my mouth.

‘Mummy!’ I hummed, loudly and contentedly.

‘Sssh! dear,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t wake Daddy!’

This was a new development, which threatened to be even more serious than ‘talking to Daddy’. Life without my early-morning conferences was unthinkable.

‘Why?’ I asked severely.

‘Because poor Daddy is tired.’

This seemed to me a quite inadequate reason, and I was sickened by the sentimentality of her ‘poor Daddy’. I never liked that sort of gush; it always struck me as insincere.

‘Oh!’ I said lightly. Then in my most winning tone: ‘Do you know where I want to go with you today, Mummy?’

‘No, dear,’ she sighed.

‘I want to go down the Glen and fish for thornybacks with my new net, and then I want to go out to the Fox and Hounds, and – ’

‘Don’t-wake-Daddy!’ she hissed angrily, clapping her hand across my mouth.

But it was too late. He was awake, or nearly so. He grunted and reached for the matches. Then he stared incredulously at his watch.

‘Like a cup of tea, dear?’ asked Mother in a meek, hushed voice I had never heard her use before. It sounded almost as though she were afraid.

‘Tea?’ he exclaimed indignantly. ‘Do you know what the time is?’

‘And after that I want to go up the Rathcooney Road,’ I said loudly, afraid I’d forget something in all those interruptions.

‘Go to sleep at once, Larry!’ she said sharply.

I began to snivel. I couldn’t concentrate, the way that pair went on, and smothering my early-morning schemes was like burying a family from the cradle.

Father said nothing, but lit his pipe and sucked it, looking out into the shadows without minding Mother or me. I knew he was mad. Every time I made a remark Mother hushed me irritably. I was mortified. I felt it wasn’t fair; there was even something sinister in it. Every time I had pointed out to her the waste of making two beds when we could both sleep in one, she had told me it was healthier like that, and now here was this man, this stranger, sleeping with her without the least regard for her health!

He got up early and made tea, but though he brought Mother a cup he brought none for me.

‘Mummy,’ I shouted, ‘I want a cup of tea, too.’

‘Yes, dear,’ she said patiently. ‘You can drink from Mummy’s saucer.’

That settled it. Either Father or I would have to leave the house. I didn’t want to drink from Mother’s saucer; I wanted to be treated as an equal in my own home, so, just to spite her, I drank it all and left none for her. She took that quietly, too.

But that night when she was putting me to bed she said gently:

‘Larry, I want you to promise me something.’

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Not to come in and disturb poor Daddy in the morning. Promise?’

‘Poor Daddy’ again! I was becoming suspicious of everything involving that quite impossible man.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Because poor Daddy is worried and tired and he doesn’t sleep well.’

‘Why doesn’t he, Mummy?’

‘Well, you know, don’t you, that while he was at the war Mummy got the pennies from the Post Office?’

‘From Miss MacCarthy?’

‘That’s right. But now, you see, Miss MacCarthy hasn’t any more pennies, so Daddy must go out and find us some. You know what would happen if he couldn’t?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘tell us.’

‘Well, I think we might have to go out and beg for them like the poor old woman on Fridays. We wouldn’t like that, would we?’

‘No,’ I agreed. ‘We wouldn’t.’

‘So you’ll promise not to come in and wake him?’

‘Promise.’

Mind you, I meant that. I knew pennies were a serious matter, and I was all against having to go out and beg like the old woman on Fridays. Mother laid out all my toys in a complete ring round the bed so that, whatever way I got out, I was bound to fall over one of them.

When I woke I remembered my promise all right. I got up and sat on the floor and played – for hours, it seemed to me. Then I got my chair and looked out the attic window for more hours. I wished it was time for Father to wake; I wished someone would make me a cup of tea. I didn’t feel in the least like the sun; instead, I was bored and so very, very cold! I simply longed for the warmth and depth of the big featherbed.

At last I could stand it no longer. I went into the next room. As there was still no room at Mother’s side I climbed over her and she woke with a start.

‘Larry,’ she whispered, gripping my arm very tightly, ‘what did you promise?’

‘But I did, Mummy,’ I wailed, caught in the very act. ‘I was quiet for ever so long.’

‘Oh, dear, and you’re perished!’ she said sadly, feeling me all over. ‘Now, if I let you stay will you promise not to talk?’

‘But I want to talk, Mummy,’ I wailed.

‘That has nothing to do with it,’ she said with a firmness that was new to me. ‘Daddy wants to sleep. Now, do you understand that?’

I understood it only too well. I wanted to talk, he wanted to sleep – whose house was it, anyway?

‘Mummy,’ I said with equal firmness, ‘I think it would be healthier for Daddy to sleep in his own bed.’

That seemed to stagger her, because she said nothing for a while.

‘Now, once for all,’ she went on, ‘you’re to be perfectly quiet or go back to your own bed. Which is it to be?’

The injustice of it got me down. I had convicted her out of her own mouth of inconsistency and unreasonableness, and she hadn’t even attempted to reply. Full of spite, I gave Father a kick, which she didn’t notice but which made him grunt and open his eyes in alarm.

‘What time is it?’ he asked in a panic-stricken voice, not looking at Mother but at the door, as if he saw someone there.

‘It’s early yet,’ she replied soothingly. ‘It’s only the child. Go to sleep again.… Now, Larry,’ she added, getting out of bed, ‘you’ve wakened Daddy and you must go back.’

This time, for all her quiet air, I knew she meant it, and knew that my principal rights and privileges were as good as lost unless I asserted them at once. As she lifted me, I gave a screech, enough to wake the dead, not to mind Father. He groaned.

‘That damn child! Doesn’t he ever sleep?’

‘It’s only a habit, dear,’ she said quietly, though I could see she was vexed.

‘Well, it’s time he got out of it,’ shouted Father, beginning to heave in the bed. He suddenly gathered all the bedclothes about him, turned to the wall, and then looked back over his shoulder with nothing showing only two small, spiteful, dark eyes. The man looked very wicked.

To open the bedroom door, Mother had to let me down, and I broke free and dashed for the farthest corner, screeching. Father sat bolt upright in bed.

‘Shut up, you little puppy!’ he said in a choking voice.

I was so astonished that I stopped screeching. Never, never had anyone spoken to me in that tone before. I looked at him incredulously and saw his face convulsed with rage. It was only then that I fully realized how God had codded me, listening to my prayers for the safe return of this monster.

‘Shut up, you!’ I bawled, beside myself.

‘What’s that you said?’ shouted Father, making a wild leap out of the bed.

‘Mick, Mick!’ cried Mother. ‘Don’t you see the child isn’t used to you?’

‘I see he’s better fed than taught,’ snarled Father, waving his arms wildly. ‘He wants his bottom smacked.’

All his previous shouting was as nothing to these obscene words referring to my person. They really made my blood boil.

‘Smack your own!’ I screamed hysterically. ‘Smack your own! Shut up! Shut up!’

At this he lost his patience and let fly at me. He did it with the lack of conviction you’d expect of a man under Mother’s horrified eyes, and it ended up as a mere tap, but the sheer indignity of being struck at all by a stranger, a total stranger who had cajoled his way back from the war into our big bed as a result of my innocent intercession, made me completely dotty. I shrieked and shrieked, and danced in my bare feet, and Father, looking awkward and hairy in nothing but a short grey army shirt, glared down at me like a mountain out for murder. I think it must have been then that I realized he was jealous too. And there stood Mother in her nightdress, looking as if her heart was broken between us. I hoped she felt as she looked. It seemed to me that she deserved it all.

From that morning out my life was a hell. Father and I were enemies, open and avowed. We conducted a series of skirmishes against one another, he trying to steal my time with Mother and I his. When she was sitting on my bed, telling me a story, he took to looking for some pair of old boots which he alleged he had left behind him at the beginning of the war. While he talked to Mother I played loudly with my toys to show my total lack of concern. He created a terrible scene one evening when he came in from work and found me at his box, playing with his regimental badges, Gurkha knives, and button-sticks. Mother got up and took the box from me.

‘You mustn’t play with Daddy’s toys unless he lets you, Larry,’ she said severely. ‘Daddy doesn’t play with yours.’

For some reason Father looked at her as if she had struck him and then turned away with a scowl.

‘Those are not toys,’ he growled, taking down the box again to see had I lifted anything. ‘Some of those curios are very rare and valuable.’

But as time went on I saw more and more how he managed
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