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Because I do not s’léép well I hear my father rising to go to

work. I know that in a few iinutes he will come in to look
at me sleeping. He will warit to check that I came home last
night. He will stand in his bare feet, his shoes and socks in
hand, looking at me. I will sleep for him. Downstairs I hear
the snap of the switch on the kettle. I hear him not eating
anything, going about the kitchen with a stomach full of
wind. He will come again to look at me before he goes out
to work. He will want a conversation. He climbs the stairs
and stands breathing through his riose with an empty lunch
box in the crook of his arm, looking at me.

This is my son who let me down. I love him so much it hurts
but he won't talk to me. He tells me nothing. I hear him
groan and see his eyes flicker open. When he sees me he
turns away, a heaye of bedclothes in his wake.

‘Wake up, son. I'm away to my work. Where are you
going today?

‘What's it to you? :

‘If I know what you're doing I don’t worry as much.’

‘Shit.": y' o, :
I do not ‘sieep. My father does not sleep. The sound of
ambulances criss-crosses the dark. I sleep with the daylight.
It is safe. At night I hear his bate feet click as he lifts them,
walking the lino. The front door shudders as he leaves,

.My son is breaking my héart. It is already broken. Is it my

fault there is no woman in the house? Is it my fault a good
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[image: image2.jpg]woman should die? His face was never soiter than when
after I had shaved. A baby pressed to my shaved cheek.
Now his chin is sandpaper. He is a man. When he was a
boy I took him fishing. I taught him how to tie a blood-knot,
how to cast a fly, how to strike so the fish would not escape.
How to play a fish. The green bus to quiet days in Toome.
Him pestering me with questions. If I leave him alone he
will break my heart anyway. I must speak to him. Tonight
at tea. If he is in.

‘You should be in your bed. A man of your age. It's
past one.’

‘Let me make you some tea.’

The boy shrugs and sits down. He takes up the paper
between him and his father.

‘What do you be doing out to this time?’

‘Not again.’

‘Answer me.’

‘Talking.’

‘Who with? ‘

‘Friends. Just go to bed, Da, will you?

‘What do you talk about?”’

‘Nothing much.’

‘Talk to me, son.’

‘What about?

My son, he looks confused. I want you to talk to me the
way I hear you talk to people at the door. I want to hear
you laugh with me like you used to. I want to know what
you think. I want to know why you do not eat more. No
more than pickings for four weeks. Your face is thin. Your
fingers, orange with nicotine. I pulled you away from death
once and now you will not talk to me. I want to know if you

are in danger again.

‘About. .
‘You haven't shaved yet.’ ;
‘I'm just going to. The water in the kettle is hot.”
‘Why do you shave at night?’
‘Because in the morning my hand shakes.’
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Your hand shakes in the morning, Da, because you're a
coward. You think the world is waiting round the corner to
blow your head off. A breakfast of two Valium and the rest
of them rattling in your pocket, walking down the street to
your work. Won't answer the door without looking out the
bedroom window first. He’s scared of his own shadow.

Son, you are living on borrowed time. Your hand shook
when you got home. I have given you the life you now have.
1 fed you soup from a spoon when your own hand would have
spilled it. Let me put my arm around your shoulders and let
me listen to what is making you thin. At the weekend I will
talk to him. .

It is hard to tell if his bed has been slept in. It is always
rumpled. I have not seen my son for two days. Then, on
the radio, I hear he is dead. They give out his description.
I drink milk. I cry.

But he comes in for his tea.

‘Why don’t you tell me where you are?”
fBecause I never know where I am.’

My mother is dead but I have another one in her place. He
is an old woman. He has been crying. I know he prays for
me all the time. He used to dig the garden, grow vegetables
and flowers for half the street. He used to fish. To take me
fishing. Now he just waits. He sits and waits for me and the
weeds have taken over. I would like to slap his face and
make a man out of him. - ‘

1 iet you go once — and look what happened.’
‘Not this again.’
The boy curls his lip as if snagged on a fish-hook.

For two years I never heard a scrape from you. I read of
London in the papers. Watched scenes from London on
the news, looking over the reporter’s shoulder at people
walking in the street. I know you, son, you are easily led.
Then a doctor phoned for me at work. The poshest man I
ever spoke to.
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[image: image3.jpg]‘T had to go and collect you. Like a dog.’

The boy had taken up a paper. He turns the pages noisily,
crackling like fire.

‘A new rig-out from Littlewoods.’

Socks, drawers, shirt, the lot. In a carrier bag. The doctor
said he had to burn what was on you. I made you have your
girl's hair cut. It was Belfast before we spoke. You had the
taint of England in your voice.

*Today I thought you were dead.’

Every day you think I am dead. you live in fear, Of your
own death. Peeping behind curtains, the radio always loud
enough to drown any noise that might frighten you, double
lockirig doors. When you think I am not looking you hold
your stomach. You undress in the dark for fear of your
shadow falling on the window-blind. At night you lie with
the pillow over your head. By your bed a hatchet which you
pretend to have forgotten to tidy away. Mice have more
courage.

‘Well I'm not dead.’

‘Why don'’t you tell me where you go?'

‘Look, Da, I have not touched the stuff since I came
back. Right?'

‘Why don't you have a girl like everybody else?’

‘Oh fuck.’

He bundles the paper dnd hurls it in the corner and
stamps up the stairs to his room. The old man shouts at
the closed door.

‘Go and wash you mouth out.’

He cries again, staring at the ceiling so that the tears run
down to his ears.

My son, he is full of hatred. For me, for everything. He epits
when he speaks. When he shouts his voice breaks high and
he is like a woman. He grinds his teeth and his skin goes
white about his mouth. His hands shake. All because I ask
him where he goes. Perhaps I need to show him more love.
Care for him more than I do. :

. I mount the stairs quietly to apologise. My son, 1 am soITy.
1 do it because I love you. Let me put my arm arouad you
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and talk like we used to on the bus from Toome. Why do you
fight away from me?

The door swings open and he pushes a hand-gun beneath
the pillow. Seen long enough, black and squat, dull like
a garden slug. He sits, my son, his hands idling empty,
staring hatred. &

‘Why do you always spy on me, you nosey old bastard?’
His voice breaks, his eyes bulge.

‘What's that? Under your pillow?

‘It's none of your fucking business.’

He kicks the door closed in my face with his bare foot.

Iam in the dark of the landing. I must pray for him. On my
bended knees I will pray for him to be safe. Perhaps I did not
see what I saw. Maybe I am mistaken. My son rides pillion
on a motor-bike. Tonight I will not sleep. I do not think I will
sleep again.

1t is ten o'clock. The news begins. Like a woman I stand
drying a plate, watching the headlines. There is a ring at
the door. The boy answers it, his shirt-tail out. Voices in the
hallway.

My son with friends. Talking. What he does not do with
me.

There is a bang. A dish-cloth drops from my hand and I run
to the kitchen door. Not believing, I look into the hallway.
There is a strange smell. My son is lying on the floor, his
head on the bottom stair, his feet on the threshold. The news
has come to my door. The hotise is open to the night. There
is no one else. I go to him with damp hands.

‘Are you hurt?’

Blood is spilling from his nose.

They have punched you and you are not badly hurt. Your
nose is bleeding. Something cold at the back of your neck.

Itake my sori’s limp head in my hands and see a hole in his
nose that should not bé there. At the base of his nostril.

My son, let my put my arms around you.
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