My Oedipus Complex

by Frank O*'Connor

Zbuw&shﬂm!\rmyaﬂt}mghﬂmwar—meﬁmtwa:, 1
mean—so, up to the age of five, I never saw much of him, and what
1 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 moming I heard the slamming of the front door and
the clatter of nailed boots down the eobbles of the lane. These were
Father's entmmes and exits. Like Santa Claus he came and went

mysterionsly.

hfachlmthm-ﬁkedmmmﬂloughltmanmmmﬁamble
equeeze between Mother and him when I got into the big bed in the
early momning. He smoked, which gave him a pleasant musty
sooell, and shaved, an operation of astounding intevest, Each time
he left & trail of souvenirs—model tanks and Gurkha lmives with
handles made of bullet cases, and Gerinan helmets and cap badges
and button-sticks, and all sorts of military equipment—carefully
stowed away in a long box on tap of the wardrobe, in case they ever
came in handy. There was a bit of the magpie about Father: he
mpecbedeverythingtocomeinhandy.Wheuhisbackwaaqued,
Mother let me get a chair and mmmage throngh hig treasures, She
didn't seem to think so highly of them as he did.

The war was the mogt peaceful period of my lifa, The window of
my attic faced southesst. My mother had curtained it, but that had
small effect, T always woke with the first light and, with all the
responsibilities of the previous day melted, feeling myself rather
like the stm, ready to illumine and rejoice. Life naver seemed so
simple and clear and foll of possibilities as then. I put my feet out
from under the clothes—I called them Mra. Laft sond Mrs. Right—
and invented dramatic situations for them in which they discussed
the problems of the day. At least Mg, Right did; she was very
demonairative, but I hadn't the same contral of Mrs, Left, go ghe
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~ mostly contented herself with nodding agreement.

" They disenssed what Mothex and I should do during the day,
what Santa Claus should give a fellow for Cluistmas, and what
stapsshou]dbetakentobﬁghtmﬂ:ehome.'l‘hmwmthm]itﬂe
matter of the bahy, for instance, Mother and I could never agree
about that Ours wag the only honsa in the terrace without & 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
howaimpleu}mwas.'l’hsGmmupthamdhadahahy,ond
evuymeknewthaymldn’tmrdmmtemanduix_ltm
mnbablyacheapbaby,nndMutherwantedmdhingmaﬂygmd,
but I felt she waa too exclugive. The Geneys' baby would have done
us fine,

Havingsetﬂedmyplannforthaday.lgotup,putachairundu
theatﬁcwindaw,mdlifbedtheﬁa;nbhighmughmaﬁnkommy
head. The witidow overlooked the front gardens of the texrace
behindonrs,andbaymdtbmeitlookedowadaepvaﬂeytothe
tall, ved-brick houses terraced up the opposite hillside, which were
aﬂstﬂlinshadow,whﬂethoseatoursideofﬁmwﬂeywmanﬁt
up, though with long ptrange shadows thet made them seem
unfarmliar; rigid and painted. .

After that T went into Mother’s room and climbed into the big
bed.ShewokaandIbeganmuﬂlhuofmyschm.Bythisﬁma,
thoughlnevusmtohwenoﬁcadit,lwanpeﬁiﬁedinmy
rﬁghmhirt,andlﬁmwadaslta]kedmﬂ,thelastﬁuatmalwd,l
fellaaleepbesidehuandwokeagainonlywhmlhmdhu:below
in the kitchen, making the brealkfast.

Afberbuealdastwewmthwtown;hmrdMMBﬂtSt.Augmﬁne’s
andaaidaprayerforFather.anddidﬂleshop;ﬂng.ﬁtheaﬂmmon
was fine we either went for a walk in the country or a visit to
Mothm’sgzwtﬁiendinthemvmt,MnﬂmrStDamininMoﬂlw
had them all praying for Father, and every night, going to bed, I
ashedGodﬁosmdhimbmkaafeﬁumthewarwus.We,indeed,
did I know what T was praying forl

Onemoming,lgothwthebigbed,andthm,smemugh,was
Father in his usual Santa Claus manner, but later, instead of
mﬁ'crm.heputonhiabmtbluemﬁt.andMotherwasaspleued
ananyﬂﬁng.lsawnoﬂﬁngwbep]emednbou’hbmmoutof
unifcrm.Fathermaltngeﬂwrlmsintereaﬁns,butsheanly
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beamed, and explained that owr prayers had been answered, and
off we went to Mass to thank God for baving bronght Father aafely
home,

The irony of it! That very day when he came in to dinner he teok
off his boots and put on his alippers, donned the dirty old cap he
wore sbout the house to save him from eolds, erossed hig lega, and
began to talk gravely to Mother, who looked anxious, Naturally, I
disliked her looking anxious, becanse it degtroyed her geod looks,
so [ interrupted bim,

“Jugt 2 mament, Larryl” she said gently.

This was only what she said when we had boring visitors, so 1
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 firet time I-had heard those oxninous words,
“+alking to Daddy,” and I couldn’t help feeling that if this was how
God answered prayers, he conldn't listen to them very attentively.

*Why are you talking to Daddy?” I asked with as great a show
of indifference as [ could muster.

“Because Daddy and T have business to diseuss, Now, don't
interrupt againt” .

In the afternoon, at Mother'a request, Father took me for a walk
This time we went into town instend of out in the countzy, 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 notiona of a walk in town. He had no proper i in
trams, ships, and horses, and the only thing that seened to divert
him was talking to fellows as old as himself, When I wanted to stop
he simply went on, dmgging me behind him by the hend; 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 time
whenever be leaned against a wall. The second time 1 saw do
it I got wild, He seemed to be seithing himself forever. 1 him
by the coat and trousers, but, unlike Mother who, if you too
persigtent, got into a wax and said: “Larry, if you don’t ve
yourself, I'1l give you a good slap,” Father had an i
capacity for amiable insttention, I mized him ap end worldered
would I ery, but he seemed to be too remote to be annoyed by
that, Really, it was like guing for a walk with 2 mountain! He either
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ignored the wrenching and pummeling entirely, or else glanced
down with a grin of arugement from his pesk I had never met
anyone so absarbed in himself as he seemed.

At teatime, “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 attantion, 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 smlject without success,

“You must be quiet while Daddy is reading, Larry,” Mother said
impatiently,

It was clear that she either genuinely liked talling to Father
better than talking to me, or else that he had some terzible hold on
her which made her afeaid 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 wax?”

She seemed to think about that for a moment.

"“No, dear,” she seid with a smile, “T don't think He would.”

“Why wouldn't He, Mummy?” '

“Because there isn't a war any longer, dear.”

“But, Mummy, conldn’t Ged make another war, if He liked?"

“He wouldn't like to, dear. It's not God who makes wars, but bad
people.”

“Oh!" 1 paid.

1 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 usnal hour, feeling like a hottle of
champagne. I put out my feet and invented a long conversation in
which Mrs. Right talked of the tronble she had with her own father
till ghe put him in the Home. I didn't quite know what the Home
was but it sounded the vight place for Father. Then I got my chair
and stuck my head out of the aitic window. Dawn was juat
breaking, with a guilty air that tnade me fea! I had caught it in the
act. My head bumting with stories and schemes, I stumbled in next
door, and in the halfdaximesa scrambled into the big bed. Theve
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
geveral minutes I sat bolt upright, racking my brains to kmow what
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Ieotdddowithhim.ﬂewastaﬁugupmumﬂmnhisfairshma
ofthebed,andlmuldn’tgetmmfomble,mlgavehimmeral
ldcksthatmadehtnmtandMHemadnmnmnllﬁght,
though.Motherwakedandﬁeltforme.Isetﬂadhadcmmﬁrmbly
in the warmth of the bed with my thurab in my mouth,

“Mummy? I hunmed, loudly and contentedly,

“Sssh! dear,” she whigpered. “Don’t wake Daddyt

‘I'hiawasanewdevﬂopmmt.whinhthmmmbewmm
aeuiousthhn“tﬂ!kinngaddv.”Iiﬁewithoutmymty-mmning
conferenices was unthinkable,

“Why?" I agked severely.

“Because poor Daddy is tired.”

This geened to me a quite inadequate reason, and ¥ was sickened
bytheﬁmmta]iwdhﬂ"poorDaddy."Inmﬁkedthatm
of gushy; it always struck me ag ingincere.

"Oh!”Iauidlighﬂy.Thminmymmtwixmingwne:“Doyou
Imow where I want to go with you today, Mummy?"”

“No, dear,” she sighed.

“IwanttogndownfhsGlanandﬁshforthomybmkswithm
new net, andthenlwanttogoouttothercandHounds,
and__”

“Don't-wake-Daddyl” she hissed angrily, clapping her hand
across my routh,

Butitwasmolate.Hewaaawake,ornearhrso.Hemmfadand
reached for the matches. Then he stared incredulously at hig watch,

“Likeampoftea,dear?’askedMMherinameek.hushedwim
Ihadnmheardhermb&fmeltmdadalmostaathmghahe
were afraid,

“Tea?” ha exclaimed indignantly. “Do you know what the time
8™

"Andaﬁuthatlmtmgnupthaﬂaﬂnmmeyh‘nad,ﬂﬂaid
loudlv,afmidrdforgataomethinginallﬂlmeinmwuns.

“Gotoaleeputonee,lnrry?'nhaﬂaiduhnrpbr.

Ibeganhmﬂwllmhh’tmnwnhate,thewaythntpairwent
on, and smothering my early-moming schemes was like burying a
family frotn the eradle,

Father said nothing, but lit his pipe and sucked it, looking out
intotheahadowswithoutmihdingMofherorme.Ikuewhawaa
mad. Every time I made a remark Mother hushed me irritably. I
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was morﬁﬁed.!feltitwm’tfainthmwaswmmmeﬂﬁng
sinixtm'initEvmﬁmelhsdpuinmdnutwhﬂrthemd
making two beds when we could both sleep in one, ahe had told mie
itwaahenlthimﬁkethagmdnowbmmﬂﬁsmnn,ﬂﬁnsfrmger.
sleeping with her without the least regard for her health!

Hagotupemb’andmadetm,butthoughhebmughtl\dothera
cup he brought none for me,

“Mummy,” I shouted, “T want a cup of tea, too.”

“Yes, dear,” she said patiently. “Yon can drink from Mummy’s
sancer.” _

That settled it. Either Father or I would have to leave the house.
Ididn’twanttodﬁnkﬁanother’nsaumeanﬁedmbeheatad
28 an equal in my own home, 50, just to spite her, I drank it all and
left none for her. She took that quietly, too,

Butthatnightwhmshemputﬁngmehobedshamidgmﬂy:

“Lavxy, I want you to promise me something.”

“What is i?” I asked,

“Nottoanmeinanddismbpoorbaddyinthemnming.
Promine?” '

“PoorDaddy”again!Imbewmingmmpi«iouaofevmﬂﬁng
involving thet quite imposaible man,

“Why?’ I asked.

“Because poor Daddy is worried and tired and he doean't sleep
we]l”

“Why doesn’t he, Mumny?”

"Wellyonknow,don’tyou,ﬂ;atwhﬂe}mwasatthememy
got the pennies from the Post Office?”

“From Miss MacCarthy?”

“That's right. But now, you see, Miss MacCarthy hasn't any
mare pennies, 80 Daddy mmst go out end find us some, You kmow
what would happen if he conldw’t?”

"No,” I said, “tell us.”

“Well, I think we might have to go out and beg for them like the
pooroldwnmanonFﬁdays.Wewouldn'tlﬂnethnt, would we?”

“No,” I agresed. “We wouldn’t.”

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

“Promige.”

Mind you, I meant that. I knew pennies were a sevious matter,
and I was all against having to go out and beg like the old woman
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on Fridays. Mother laid out all my toys in & complete riag round
the bed so that, whatever way I got out, T 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, i seemed to me. Then 1 got
tuy chair and looked out the attic window for more homs, T wished
it was time for Father to wake; I wished eomeone would make me
a cup of ten. I didn’t feel in the least like the sun: instead, I was
bored and ao very, very cold! I simply longed for the warmth end
depth of the big featherbed.

At Jast T 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 whigpered, gripping my arm very tightly, “what did
you promige?”

“But I did, Mummy,” I wailed, caught in the vary aot. “I was
quiet for ever go long.” :

“Oh, dear, and you're perished!” she said gadly, feeling me all
over. “Now, if I let you atay will you promise not to talk?”

“But I want to talk, Mummy,” I wailed.

“That has nothing to do with it,” she said with & firmness that
was new to me, “Daddy wants to sleep. Now, do you nderstand
that?”

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

“Mummy,” I said with equal fiimaness, “T think it would be
healthier for Daddy to sleep in his own hed.”

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

“Now, once and for all,” she went on, “yow’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 aitempted to reply, Full of spite, I gave Father a kick, which
gbe didn’t notice but which made him gmunt and open his ayes in
alarm,

“What time ia it?” he asked in a panicstricken vaice, not looking
at Mother but at the dooz, ns if he saw someone there.

“It's emrly yet,” she replied soothingly. “It's only the child. Go to
sleep again. . . . Now, Layry,” she added, getting ot of bed, “you've
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akened Daddy and you must go back ”

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

“That damn child! Doesn't he ever sleep?
“1¢’s only a habit, dear,” she said quietly, though I could see she
an vexed,

“Well, it’s time he got out of it,” shouted Father, beginning to
aave in the bed. He suddenly gathered all the bedclothes about
m, tamed to the wall, and then looked back over his shoulder
ith nothing showing only two small, spiteftl, dark eyes, The man
oked very wicked.

To open the bedroom deor, Mother had to let me down, and 1
vke free and dashed for the farthest corner, screeching. Father sat
st upright in bed.

“Shut up, you little puppy!” he said in a choking voice,

§ was 50 astonished thet I stopped scrveching, Never, never had
wone spoken to me i that tone before. 1 looked at him
credulously and saw his face convulsed with rage. It was only
en that 1 fully realized how God had codded we, listening to my
ayers for the safe retun of this monater.

“Shut up, you!" I bawled, beside myself.

“What's that you said?” shouted Father, making a wild leap ont
‘the bed.

"“Mick, Mick! eried Mother. “Dion’t you gee the child imn't used
. you?

T aee he's better fed them taught,” snarled Father, waving his
g wildly, “He wants his bottom smarked ”

All his previous shouting was as nothing to these obscene words
ferring to my person. They really made my bload badl.

“Smack your own!” I screamed hysterically, “Smack your own!
s up! Shut up!”

At this he lost his patience and let fiy at me. He did it with the
ck of conviction you'd expect of a man under Mother’s horrified
8, and it ended up a5 a mere tap, but the sheer indignity of being
ruck at all by a stranger, a total stranger who had cajoled his way
wk from the war into our big bed as a yesult of my innocent
{ercession, made me completely dotty. I shrieked and shrieked,
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and danced in my bare feet, and Father, looking awkward and
bairy in nothing but a short grey army shirt, glared down at me
like a2 mountain out for murder. I think it must have been then that
I realized he was jealons too. And there stood Mother in her
nightdress, looking as if her heart was broken between ua, T hoped
she felt as she looked. It seemed to me that she deserved it all

From that morning ont my life was a hell, Father and 1 were
enemies, open and avowed, We conducted a series of ekirmighes
against one another, he trying to steal my time with Mother and
I his. When she waa sitting on my bed, telling me a story, he took
to Jooking for some pair of old hoots 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 shaw my total lack of concern. He
created a terrible scene ope evening when he came in from work
and found me at his box, playing with his regimentnl badges,
Gurkha knivea and button-sticka. Mother got up and took the box
from me. |

“You musin't play with Daddy’s toys unless he lets you, Larry,”
nhasaidswe:ely.“naddydm’tplwvdthqu”

For some reason Father looked at her as if she had struck him
and then tarned away with a scowl, -

“Those are not $0ys,” he growled, taking down the box again to
see had [ lifted anything, “Some of those curios are very rave and
valuable,”

But as time went on I saw more and more how he managed to
alienate Mother and me. What made it worse was that I couldn’t
grasp his method or gee what attraction he had fir Mother, In
every posgible way he waa less winning than 1. He had a common
aceent and made noises at his tea, I thought for a while that it
might be the newspapers sha was intereated in, so I made up hita
of news of my own to read to her. Then T thought it might be the
smoking, which I personally thought attractive, and took his pipes
and went round the house dribbling into them till he caught me.
I even made noiges at my tea, but Mother only told me I was
disgusting. It all seemed to hinge rownd that unhealthy habit of
sleeping toguther, so | made a point of dropping into their bedroom
and nosiog round, talking to myself, so that they wonldn't know
I was watching them, but they were never up to anything that I
conld see. In the end it beat me. It seemed to depend on being
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grown-up and giving people rings, and I realized Pd have to wait.

Butattheaameﬁmelwanbadhimhmﬁmtlwmonlywaiﬁng,
not giving wp the fight. One evening when he was being
parﬁaﬂadynbnnﬁmchaunﬁngawaywellabovemhmd,llet
him have it

“Mumny,” I said, “do you know what I'm going to do when I
grow up?

“No, dear,” she replied. “What?"

“Tm going to marry you,” I said quietly,

Fathergaveamtgu&woutufhjm.buthadidn’tmkgmin.
IknewitmuatonlybepmAnd‘Mother,inapiwofemthing,
wasplaased.!feltshemnpmbabbmﬁevedtohmwthatoned&y
Father’s hold on her would be broken.

“Won’t that be nice?” she paid with a gmile

“Itll be very nice,” I said confidently. “Becauss we're going to
have lots and lots of babies”

“That’s right, dear,” she said placidly. “I think we'l) bave one
50an, and then you'll have plenty of company.”

Iwannomdpleawdabmﬁhatbemmitshnwedthathspite
ufthewaynhegavethatbushnsﬁﬂmﬁduadmywishm.
Besides, it would pwi: the Geneys in their place.

Itdidu’ttumout]ikethat,chough.’l‘obeginwith,ahewasvery
preoccupied—I supposed about where she would get the seventeen
mdsix—andthoughFa&erhoktoawingmlahinthe
evmingaitdidmenopuﬁmﬂmgmd.Sheshppedtaldngmem
waﬂm.becamaastuuchyaablazea,andammkedmafmnoﬂﬁng
at all, Sometimes I wighed I'd never mentioned the confoumded
baby—Isemnedtohavaageniusfwhﬁngingmlanﬁtyonmelﬁ

Andualamityitwas!SonnymivedinﬂxemoatappalKng
hultabaloo—even that much he couldn't do without & fuse—and
ﬁomﬂleﬁmtmomentldislikadhim.ﬂawasadiﬁcﬂtchﬂd—m
ﬁaraslwmmncsmadhewasalwmdiﬂiculb—mddmndedfar
too much aftention, Mother was eimply silly about him, and
mrﬂdn'tmwhenhewasonlyshowhgnﬁihmmpmhewm
worsathanuselass.Hasleptnllday.andIhaﬂ.mmmundtha
hmmemﬁphewavoidwaﬁngbﬁn.ltm’tanylmma
question of not waking Father. The slogan now was “Dan’t-wake
Scnny!” 1 conldn't understand why the child wounldn't gleep at the
pmperﬁme,sowhmmMuMabackwaahmedeokehim
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responsive,
“Aren’t you aleep either?” he anarled.
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*Ah, come on and put your arm arcund us, can't you?" I said, and
he did, in a sort of way. Gingerly, I suppose, iz how yon'd describe
it. Fe was very hony but better than nothing.

At Christmes he went out of his way to buy me a really nice
model raflway,
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