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1

			The world’s a frightening place.” Joe McCann scooped up a lump of minced beef with his fingertips and pushed it inside a small white plastic bag. “True as God,” Joe says. “True as God.” 

			You stood beside Mrs. Anderson, cleaning the glass meat counter using folded newspaper and water mixed with a couple of tablespoons of vinegar. At the side of Mrs. Anderson’s head where the bandage stopped, you could see the bruising, black and blue.

			“That’s just over a pound’s worth, Mrs. Anderson. Is that all right for you?”

			He didn’t wait for an answer. He sealed the little bag with a string of red tape and set it on the counter like a white balloon.

			Mrs. Anderson’s hand trembled when she reached across the counter with some coins. It was an effort for her to pick up the bag of meat and rearrange her shopping bag to accommodate it. 

			“I hope they find them,” says Joe. “I know they will, I know they will,” he says. “Get that door for Mrs. Anderson, will you, Sonny?” 

			You tucked the wet newspaper into your armpit and ran and opened the shop door for her. The bell over the door made a thin sound as she left the shop, and you felt the sodden paper through your shirt.

			“Listen, good luck to you now, good luck,” says Joe.

			Mick came from the back room and stood beside him. “Dreadful,” says Mick as he slowly ran his hands over his apron. You could never tell if he meant something or if he was winding you up. You just weren’t good at that sort of thing. He winked at you when he knew Joe wasn’t looking.

			They stood in silence, Joe and Mick, side by side like bookends, suddenly still, as if their last thought was important, something they didn’t want to forget.

			Joe was tall, fifty, or something like fifty. A face so mild you couldn’t look at it for long without turning.

			There was a new supermarket less than a mile away. Mick never said anything about it in front of Joe—how it was only the old people who didn’t drive that came to the butcher shop, how the shop stood between a post office and a Chinese takeaway, like a jilted lover unable to account for its misfortunes.

			When the glass counter was clean, you walked into the back room to get the brush to sweep up the stale sawdust. Mick was bored. You heard him come into the room behind you. He stood in front of the chipped mirror that was hung by a run of rusted wire wrapped around a nail over the sink. He pulled his comb out like a cowboy with a six-shooter.

			“You ever touch one, Sonny?” he says.

			“What?” 

			His hair was brown and thin and greasy, the fine comb easily found its way through. “Touch one, did you ever touch one?”

			“Touch one what?”  

			“A fanny.”

			“A what?”

			“A gee . . . A growler?”

			“A what?”

			“Are you deaf?”

			“No.”

			“Well?”

			“Yeah,” you say, “course I have.”

			“Where is it?”

			“Where’s what?”

			“You don’t know, do you? Show me, show me where you think it is.” 

			You felt your face flush.

			“It’s not where you think it is,” you say.

			“Where? Where do I think it is?” 

			The skin across Mick’s face was mottled; he’d been told not to scratch at it when he was young, but he had scratched.

			“You don’t know, you don’t,” he says.

			He put his comb into his back pocket and stood with his hip against the sink a moment, then pushed off it and pulled his apron aside.

			“Here,” he says. “It’s lower than you think . . . It’s . . . Do you know where your balls are?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Right, well, it’s between where your balls stop and your arse begins.”

			Mick was bent over himself showing you when Joe came in and told him, “Knock it off, you.” 

			Mick winked. Says, “We’ll learn you, lad.” He walked out front, and you heard him say, “Mrs. O’Brien, you get younger every time I see you.”

			Joe looked at his watch and then at you. “Come on, you, shake a leg.”

			“That’s right, Miss O’Sullivan.” “Will that do you now, Miss O’Shea?” “Good enough, Miss McCormick.” “That’s it now, as the fella says, that’s it now.” And on it went, Mick and Joe, their voices came and went all day like a background radio.

			You were paid ten pounds a week, one hour after school, except Wednesdays, when you’d mince the sheep’s lungs for dog food and that took an extra hour. You’d worked there over a year and had saved two hundred and sixteen pounds.

			The light had almost emptied from the sky, and in the shop glass you could sense your reflection under the fluorescent light, brush in hand. Beyond, the car lights streamed past.

			It was near closing time when the bell chimed again and Mr. Cosgrove, holding the amber smell of Higgins pub, nearly fell in the door. He was drunk, and Joe was afraid of drunks. He left Mick to serve him.

			Mr. Cosgrove put his hand on the counter and fanned his fingers out to steady himself. It was only later that you thought about his fingerprints; you had no recollection of cleaning them off the glass. But you must have. They were gone for sure.

			Mr. Cosgrove dipped his chin to his chest and seemed to be waiting to stop swaying, his smeared newspaper pressed into the side of his old man’s overcoat.

			“Is it something for your tea, Mr. Cosgrove?” says Mick. He stood with his arms folded and his head cocked to the side.

			“Mr. Cosgrove! Something for your tea?” 

			Mr. Cosgrove raised his head and gathered Mick in his level stare.

			“Something for my tea. Yes.”

			“Well,” says Mick, “I have some nice liver there. You can fry that up with some onions, lovely. Or, eh . . . I have some burgers, fresh made. Ya can buy two, eat them yourself, and give the wife one 
when you get home.” 

			Mick glanced over to make sure you’d heard.

			“Have you a heart?” says Mr. Cosgrove.

			“Jesus, I couldn’t sell you the heart, Mr. Cosgrove. The wife would never speak to me again.”

			“I’d say I’d be hungry after it,” says Mr. Cosgrove, but Mick didn’t like that.

			“Come on now,” says Mick. “I’m closing up, stop wasting me time.”

			“Fucking leave me starving, it would.”

			“Do you want the liver?” says Mick without looking at Mr. Cosgrove.

			“Go on.”

			“Do you want the liver?”

			“Didn’t I just tell you I did?”

			“Look it, if you’re going to be thick about it, you can go somewhere else.”

			“Give us fifty pence worth,” says Mr. Cosgrove.

			“Break the bleeding bank, why don’t you?” 

			Mick reached into the tray of livers. It was fully dark outside and the cars had their wipers on. Rain clung like ivy to the shop glass. Mick dropped a bag of livers on the counter, tied with perfect red tape.

			“Give us fifty pence for that, Mr. Cosgrove. And there’s an extra piece in there for you, all right? So you won’t be talking about me?”

			You thought you heard Mr. Cosgrove say something like “Good one” or “Good man yourself.”

			Mr. Cosgrove pulled a pile of coins from his pocket, spilling tobacco dust to the floor, and peered into his open hand, lost. Mick took a silver fifty pence. 

			“Right-ho,” he says without a hint of failure. He saluted Mick and noticed you. “All right, young sweepy boy.” His milky eyes washed over you, and he says, “You start out a sweepy boy, you’ll end up a sweepy boy . . . Unlucky.” And he chuckled then.

			He pushed himself off the counter and went to the door like he was walking the length of a small rowing boat. The copper bell rang, and Joe reemerged from the back room.

			You were closest to the door when the crash was heard. Time slowed, you’d heard how that happened, it really did, time slowed, and you were given the accident in installments. A car horn first and then, underneath, the sound of rubber dragged at great speed across tarmac. And then the sound you’d imagine a wet, heavy overcoat would make if you dropped it on a hard floor.

			Mick, Joe, and you all froze like the characters in a cartoon, looked to the sound, to one another, and back to the sound. You heard the wooden brush handle hit the floor and then you were out on the wide path, in the rain, the wind.

			A small van had jumped the line and sat facing the wrong side of the traffic. You could hear the put-put-put of its diesel engine gently turning over. It was perfectly intact, save one lit headlight swinging helplessly by its wire. You couldn’t find the driver’s face, just his white knuckles on the steering wheel.

			Mr. Cosgrove’s misshapen body lay across the wet tarmac. His plastic bag had been flung a few feet away from him; it was burst, empty. You couldn’t help wondering where the livers might have been, when you felt a hand on your shoulder. You could feel the cold of the wet shirt pressed to your skin.

			People were shouting. Joe was standing in the middle of the road, a hand raised to traffic. The driver from the van had emerged and was on his knees in front of it, his fist pressed to his forehead, and with a splash on the road he was suddenly sick.

			A small group fixed themselves to the path and compared what they knew from the telly, while around the corner came the flashing blue lights of a garda car, as if it had been hiding back there, waiting for this moment. And all the while, under Mr. Cosgrove’s head, a blood pillow, rich and dark and thick, ebbed slowly from some unseen crack.

			You found yourself standing over his body, bending your knees as you dipped closer. Rain collected in the pockets of his half-closed eyes, his yellow teeth bared in a grimace, and you thought if you were to touch his skin, it would feel like chicken too long out of the fridge.

			A packet of ten Sweet Aftons poked from his shirt pocket, still sealed in plastic. “Get out of that, the bloody hell you think you’re doing?” Two gardaí were coming toward you. You stood quickly, but not before your fingers surrounded the cigarettes and silently pulled them from the man’s pocket.

			Joe stood behind the gardaí. He caught your eye, and at once you knew he had seen you take the cigarettes. It was too late, you’d slipped them into your pocket. A garda pulled you by the elbow to the path, and when you tripped on the curb, he caught you. “Go on about your business,” he says.

			You stood alone inside the shop. You’d heard the door chime shut, and it surprised you, everything in the shop unchanged. You were not sure what you thought would be different, but it seemed mean that it was the same.

			You picked up the wooden brush from where it had fallen and swept the last of the sawdust toward a small pile you had made earlier. Then, using a metal shovel, scooped up the pile. You put the brush and shovel aside and began to lay fresh sawdust, big fistfuls at a time, sprinkling it like seeds across the linoleum floor.

			The bell chimed behind you, and you felt the quick rush of night air.

			“Sure you just never know, as the fella says, you just never know,” says Joe, tapping his boots on the doormat that only he ever remembered.

			“That’s it,” says Mick. 

			Their voices were low and mature and then silent. They shared a glance at you and then a knowing look to each other.

			“Right,” says Joe. “That’s grand, lad, that’s grand, just leave it there and go on home.”

			You still held a fistful of sawdust when you got to the back room. You threw it to the floor and took off your apron. Only then, after you had put on your coat, did you notice that your hands were shaking. You felt the hard lines of the cigarette packet through the pockets of your jeans as you walked past Mick and Joe. The bell chimed, and you turned left out of the shop.
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			The light from the TV washed over the faces of your brothers. Their eyes shone in the dark room, vague and distant. Your father sat in his chair, closest to the fire, waiting to be fed.

			In the kitchen the strip light flickered from time to time; it always made a humming sound. Cold water ran over your mother’s 
hands as she skillfully peeled the potatoes with a small paring knife. There was an electric deep fryer she’d got years earlier. Its color was faded and beginning to crack, and grease covered the red “on” light, making it dim. The fryer made condensation drip from the wallpaper and down the glass in streaks.

			Your mother didn’t say anything when you came in, though you knew she felt you there. You opened one cupboard after another, peered inside, but really you were watching her. Finally, you sat at the table. She was old, your ma. You were the youngest, and she was old.

			You hadn’t decided to tell her about Mr. Cosgrove, and now, in the thick air, you knew you wouldn’t. You would save it for yourself.

			“Ma,” you say. “Is dinner nearly ready?” You wanted to hear her voice, then you’d be able to gauge how it was. But you had given her a way in. She dropped the knife on the steel draining board and dried her hands in a tea towel.

			“No,” she says. “Your father’s not eaten yet.” She raised her voice to be sure he heard. “I don’t know if there’ll be anything left at all.” She went closer to the doorway. “The young lad wants his dinner, and I’ve nothing for him, nothing. Another Friday, and nothing.” Then she turned back into the kitchen. “Ask your father where your dinner is,” she says.

			Beyond the doorway, there was only the volume of the TV. She spoke to you then, but was only pretending to.

			“Paddy Power got something, sure, the bookies got it all right, they got it all. Liar, rotten liar. I never want to hear you lying, do you hear me, Sonny? Something I can’t stand, it’s liars.”

			A year earlier, when she was too skinny and she wouldn’t eat or sleep or cry and she would chew at her nails till they bled, Dr. Harwood had given her pills so she could sleep, but you didn’t think she slept much.

			She picked up a pot from the cooker and carried it to the sink. Pouring out the scalding water, she was lost in a cloud of steam. A lump of bacon and wilted cabbage leaf dropped into a sieve, and she put them on a plate. 

			“Has the house in the state it’s in. He’s a nothing,” she 
says under her breath. “Tell your father his dinner is ready,” 
she says. The plate sat spewing steam. 

			It used to be different, but you were too young to remember that. Now the boys were older, stronger. You wondered sometimes if your father understood what went wrong, why his family had closed themselves off to him, shutting him out. Occasionally he would rear up on his hind legs and scatter the brothers, and the air would be clean for a while but then by degrees thicken.

			You pushed yourself away from the table and stood. You could never pick a side. He sat in his chair, his head still; you saw his eyes look away from the TV. His cigarette burned close to the filter in his thumbless hand.

			“Dad,” you say, but it was too soft. You tried to fix it. “Dinner’s ready.” 

			You went back into the kitchen and out the back door into the shed attached to the house. “Where are you going?” says your mother.

			“Shed,” you say. She seemed disappointed.

			The shed had a single lightbulb and some of your father’s old tools. Somebody was going to finish off the walls and the roof, but they hadn’t. Scattered across the concrete floor were your used bicycle parts, salvaged and stolen, but mostly stolen. There were nearly enough parts to make up a whole bike.

			You closed the door, and your family faded away. They didn’t come out there, it was too cold; after an hour or so, you couldn’t feel your toes and your hands stopped working. The bastard sound of the telly bled through, and you suddenly flung the spanner at the wall. It barely made a sound. They’d sit like that for hours, save a trip or two to the kettle, and then one by one they’d disappear off to bed, leaving your father alone.

			Every night he checked your mother’s ashtray for anything she’d not smoked fully. You tried not to catch him. After midnight, you were drawn back inside, when you knew it was just him and you heard the opening music of some old black-and-white. You warmed yourself in front of him at what little was left of the fire.

			“This is a good one,” he says. His eyes brightened a bit, and he lit the end of a charred cigarette. His face was different when they were sleeping.

			“Yeah?” you say, and ran up the stairs, the way you’d learned to do without a sound, your feet to the sides of the step where wood didn’t cry out.

			You went into the bathroom, where the lock on the door was half painted over and could only be half closed, crouching down behind the sink to remove a loose tile. This was where all your secrets were stored, in a cavity behind the sink. You felt the old tin pencil case that held the money that would someday take you away from there, a silver lighter that wasn’t always yours, and then the new plastic of the ten Sweet Aftons you’d put there when you’d come up to piss.

			You went back downstairs and found your father’s seat empty. The compressed cushion took a breath. The boiled kettle clicked to a halt as you balanced the packet of cigarettes on the arm of his chair and quickly sat close by.

			You heard his flat-footed shuffle before he appeared in the doorway carrying a mug and a slice of folded-over bread in his good hand. The tea lapped from the cup with his unsteady movements, staining the white bread and falling to the carpet. Your chest tightened, and you wondered if you should have given the smokes to your mother.

			“That kettle’s boiled,” he says into the room, and then stopped. He nodded toward the packet and turned to you. His face was hard, and his dark brown eyes had you.

			“What’s this?” he says, like it might be a trick you were playing. 

			“Found ’em,” you say. He looked back at the smokes, and a sound like “oh” came from his chest. He blinked a couple of times and made the same sound again, but this time the tightness left his face and he looked old. He raised his mug high and backed himself into the chair, careful his elbow didn’t disturb the packet. It was later, when you were nearly lost inside the film, that you saw him open the Sweet Aftons.

			You were sleepy when the film ended. Your father stood and turned on the lights. He emptied his ashtray into the cooling fire; the butts only smoldered, and you knew they’d stay in the grate until the fire was lit again the next afternoon. You shifted your weight on the sofa as if you were preparing to move. He turned off the TV and says, “We’ll be leaving at eight.” Then he says, “Right,” on his way out of the room.

			You listened to his every footstep up the stairs, his full piss, and then the final two steps of the landing. A door opened and closed.

			You collected the cups around the room and left them in the kitchen sink. You would have washed them, but you didn’t want to make any noise. You turned out the lights and stood in the blackness, listening. A tap dripped in a tired way, and the rafters could be heard upstairs, bracing against the low wind. Your body shuddered with a chill, but you didn’t move, not until you were sure they were all sleeping and the house was still.

			Feeling around the chair, you dropped to your knees and rubbed at your prick till it hardened, while you stoked the embers of your memory. Miss Gill, when she bent over to pick up her shopping. That ad on TV with the girl in the bathing suit. Finally you settled on Sharon Burke, where her brown legs met at the base of her miniskirt. There was only the sound of your breathing as her hand roughly took your prick. Her eyes were as remote as the pictures in a magazine. You lifted her skirt and held her so tight it hurt you both. Her breath labored like yours, and in a final shudder you felt the warmth spill across your hand, your fingers slow and strong as you held on as long as you could before it was gone and you were in the dark.

			You lumbered up the stairs to bed, exhausted. The temperature dipped with each step. You undressed quickly. The sheets cold. You could hear the half a dozen lungs that surrounded you, all pulling at the same air. You asked God to bless them all, but it was mostly out of habit now. You looked about the room, the tall bunk beds, the shape of the bodies under the layers of blankets and coats. You could see the dead face of Mr. Cosgrove, and closed your eyes tight, but it wouldn’t go away. You wondered where his body was now. You thought about the big fridge at the butcher shop before you turned toward the wall.
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			The sun had shown great promise earlier in the morning, resting just behind the thin clouds, but as your father’s white Ford van pulled closer to the grand Georgian terrace of Montpelier Parade, it had yet to show itself. Your father’s hands fell across the steering wheel like a riverboat captain’s.

			He was a countryman, your father. He came to Dublin young and had not felt at home since. Still, when he threw the steel of a shovel into the earth, his whole body moved with a single purpose: there in the physical landscape he became himself, and finally he made sense. It was true that men decades younger would try to keep pace and fall aside, silently watching. Even your brothers would give that much.

			It was just nine o’clock, and you felt sick from the heavy lifting. You carried the tools from the car through a narrow laneway that went around the back of the house and into the garden. Everything you touched was wet and cold and refused to surrender last night’s weather. You wanted to rest, close your eyes a moment, and feel warm. You were worried you might faint and imagined your father, mortified, standing over you, pushing your body with the heel of his boot.

			“Get a mix on,” he says as you rounded the corner holding the final bag of Portland cement, straining not to seem strained. He stood looking over the broken garden wall. Red bricks littered the grass, and a cast-iron gate hung to one side, knocked by the high winds some weeks back. A fisherman and his son had been drowned off Dalkey Bay when their boat capsized, their bodies lost, washed out to sea. It had been in all the papers.

			The shovel felt enormous in your hands. You tried to mimic your father’s rhythm. With the ease of an alchemist he could bring sand, cement, and water together, but you could not. You could feel his eyes on you and knew that he was only waiting to finish his cigarette before he took the shovel back.

			“Give me the bleeden’ thing,” he says. “You look like you’re having a fit.” You stood watching. Outside the house, you were free to admire him.

			It was late morning before you found a rhythm—not his, but it would do. Your body had warmed itself, and as you gathered the red bricks into a neat pile, the world was silent, laid out before you slow and wide, punctuated by an occasional songbird and the wet scraping of your father’s shovel, like the gentle ticking of the day.

			“Who lives here?” you say. 

			He stopped shoveling, and his breaths came quick as he leaned his hip against the wall, searching the sky above, his gums showing.

			“Who lives here?” you say again.

			“The people who have a broken garden wall live here,” he says. “Do you want them for something?”

			“I do,” you say. “I want to buy the place and give us both a day off.” 

			He smirked, and that was lovely. He put a fresh cigarette to his mouth. A blue Bic lighter was dwarfed in his hand; he sparked it, then shook it a few times, and it took. Gray smoke came out his nose.

			“It’d be some penny now, that house,” he says, looking over the three floors of pale sandstone, the perfect windowpanes.

			“It’s big,” you say.

			“Big all right, but big and all as it is, you can only be in one room at a time, no matter how much money you have.”

			All but a single window on the top floor was covered with heavy fabric. The ground floor had closed wooden shutters. The longer you looked, the more decay began to show itself. Thick green moss along the line of the gutter. The plaster was cracked, and you could see into the exposed innards under the sill. 

			“Must be eleven?” he says. The question drifted and was not to you; his weight shifted, and he made a decision.

			“Go on and get the sandwiches,” he says, and you found yourself about to run to the car, but you held fast and walked like someone whose body was heavy.

			You sat almost side by side on the bricks you had stacked, unfolding the tinfoil, biting roughly at the sandwiches.

			“You’d think she’d throw out a cup of tea,” he says, his voice low, still chewing.

			“Who?” you ask.

			“Your woman, in there.” He says, “You’d think a house like that, she’d spare a few tea bags and some feckin’ hot water.” He searched the blank windows. “Feck it,” he says, throwing his bread back 
into the tinfoil. He stood and walked along the path to the door. His fist landed on the wood like two gunshots, then three. Someone moved past the upstairs window, but it might have been your imagination. Then you heard a woman’s voice muffled from inside.

			“Yeah,” your father says. “Yeah . . . I just wanted to get in and make a tea, a cup of tea.” The roughness had gone from his mouth.

			“Good enough, yeah.” He nodded at you as he walked down the path and sat back on the bricks. “Jesus, you’d give a stranger a cup of tea.” His voice low, satisfied. “That’s how they are, this lot, they’d walk all over you if you let them. That’s how they hold on to the money.” He dug his heavy boot into the earth and turned the heel.

			You picked at dead skin on your hands, hoping you’d find a callus or a good cut. There were none, but red dust from the bricks lined the undersides of your nails.

			A latch clicked on the other side of the door, and you and him cocked your heads like stray dogs. A woman emerged, trying to balance a tray in her hands and hold the door with her foot. “Go on and help her,” he says, and you felt his elbow hit your arm. You stood attentive, but that was all. She came toward you along the little garden path, her eyes fixed on the tray.

			“Frank, I’m so sorry, but I got a late start today,” she says. She was English.

			“That’s all right, ma’am,” he says. “But for the sandwiches get a bit dry without it.” Her fair hair blocked her face, but you already knew the smile rich people gave when they talked to someone they thought stupid. He stood up as she came closer. “Take the tray,” he says to you, but you didn’t, you stood motionless. Her head rose up, and without meaning to be bold, you let yourself look at her.

			She wasn’t old at all, not in the way you’d expected—it surprised you—but she wasn’t young either. She was beautiful. 

			“Oh,” she says, noticing you beside your father. Her eyes were green and worn in, like she was watching from a big room behind them.

			“And who is this?” she says to your father, her voice like a newsreader’s.

			“Oh, that’s me lad,” he says, and his stout figure was transported to a market day out west, standing in the mud and shit, tipping his hat to a passing carriage.

			“Hello, lad,” she says with a faint smile. “I’m afraid I’ve not brought you a cup.”

			“That’s all right, ma’am,” says your father. “He’s fine without.”

			“Are you fine without?” she says.

			“Yeah,” you say, quick to agree. She stepped toward you, passing the tray, her smile lines still showing, and for a moment you knew how she smelled.

			“There’s a few biscuits there—not the good ones, I’m afraid. I’ve not been out.” She lowered her head and searched around her feet.

			“Oh, thanks, ma’am,” he says, then stared in silence. She pushed her hand into the pockets of what you assumed to be a man’s bathrobe. Sizes too big, worn and tartan—the kind old men wear in hospitals. You could see the flesh of her hand through a hole in her pocket where her finger had scratched from the inside a thousand times and broken through.

			“How’s the work going?” she asks.

			“Good now. Won’t be long getting done.” 

			She looked at the wall a moment, the way you might look at a jigsaw puzzle you were never going to do. “Great,” she says, and there was more silence. She looked at you again, this time in a lazy way. “Good of you to give your dad a hand today.”

			“Oh, he’s a good one all right, smart too, not the building for him. He’s a good job up in McCann’s butcher’s during the week after school. Smart all right, get a trade indoors.”

			You couldn’t look at her then. You could feel a burning across your face. Shut up, shut up, shut up, you thick culchie bastard.

			“It’s a good profession,” she says simply and without interest, and turned and glanced at the back door.

			“Good all right,” says your father.

			“Well, I’ll leave you two to it,” she says.

			“Good enough, ma’am.” He sat back on the pile of red bricks.

			“Oh,” she says. “If you need the toilet, it’s through that door, up the stairs, and . . .” She paused. Her hand fluttered in the air. “Yes . . . first door on the landing to the right.” Her smile landed in the middle of you both. And silently she went back along the little path, inside.

			“Stop gawking like an eejit,” you heard him say. “Pour that tea and sit.” 

			The tray was wooden, smooth and lovely to touch. You set it carefully on the grass and poured his tea from an old-fashioned teapot. Your father fingered through the biscuits on a small plate that looked to be from the same set. He picked one up and held it under his nose, then flung it back with such force that it skipped off the tray.

			“She didn’t kill herself with that spread, did she?” 

			You left the biscuits untouched even though you wanted one.

			“Weak piss,” he says after the first sip.

			The blue sky held only until late afternoon, but even then, when the clouds came dark and low, it didn’t rain. On the hour, you heard the coast train stopping at Seapoint before moving on toward Howth or Bray. Your father said nothing. You watched him carefully. He took off his shirt and used it to wipe under his arms and neck, packed sinew and muscle moving just beneath his skin, sallow and scarred.

			The workday was ending when you heard him hum a faint, nameless tune.
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