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            April

         

         On a cool weekend morning thin fog lifted off the grand canal in Dublin to a fresh stain of blue pushing out across the sky. Still wet with dew, the yellowy bankside reeds held within them the movements of secret animals already at work. A lone swan glided eastwards, leaving in its wake a wide, triangular trail that disturbed the steady surface of the water, beneath which, barely a foot below, the canal bed was littered with bottles green and brown, broken and whole, glass and plastic, the unnatural, man-made artefacts from the long seasonless years of outdoor living in desperate times.

         Dylan Turner strolled down the towpath to a nearby bench, took a seat on the damp wood to finish his coffee and wait for the off-licence to open. He had managed to walk all the way from his home in Terenure, just over half an hour, and was tiring. The bitter drink worked to revive him as pale sunlight wrinkled on and off in the shallow water. After a while he roused himself, made his way to the crossroads, then up South Circular Road. He felt full of the jaunting happiness of the night to come, the pleasure of having his two best friends over to the house for a game of cards.

         In the offie he stocked up on Dutch Gold, a joke of sorts, but he knew they’d end up drinking it when everything else ran out. With effort he carried twelve cans to the counter, tried to engage 12the woman on the till, made some crack about how he couldn’t believe they still manufactured the stuff, that he used to drink it in college—back in the noughties, like. She looked at him as if he was speaking in tongues, and perhaps he was, it felt that long since he’d been out in the world without assistance. He couldn’t remember the rules of small talk, maybe it wasn’t even called small talk unless you sort of knew the other person, which—he glanced at the woman again—he emphatically did not.

         ‘Cash or card?’ she said.

         Dylan fumbled at the pocket of his tracksuit, straining to get the zip down his thigh. Eventually he produced a creased fifty and left it on the counter. She took the note reluctantly, smoothed it, gave him the change. Thanking her, he folded the twenty carefully in case she thought he was a rich douche with no regard for money. There had been a point in his life when he was undeniably wealthy, a magnificent moment, but he’d never felt comfortable flashing his cash, not like the Dublin lads who seemed born to sponsorship deals and luxury.

         Something in the assistant’s demeanour softened as she sat down on the stool, back to her magazine. Dylan put one four-pack in his rucksack and decided to carry the remaining two pannier-style. He was balanced. He felt able, free. With a cheerful goodbye to the woman he turned to leave. The automatic glass doors parted with an energetic whoosh.

         Halfway up Harold’s Cross Road his arms began to tense, a prickly twitch in his biceps that went from tightness to cramp just as the narrow triangular park came into view. In the distance the Dublin Mountains tinged purple against the edge of morning sky, distant and forbidding, the gentle peak of Kippure listing south. He tried to think through the pain. The park was only across the way and if he could make it there he could take 13a break on one of the benches near the entrance. Even as he had the thought, his legs began to shake. He stopped at a low wall beside a barber’s and put the cans down. The weight of the rucksack was still too much. On the ground before he knew it, plonked on his behind, which was cold now, and possibly wet, something creeping across his tracksuit.

         A woman getting out of a white Beamer locked her car and went quickly up the street. By the gates to the park young lads with matching haircuts were smoking. If he called to them they might help him. They might not. His mind was busy with disappointment. All week he’d been doing his strength routine at home, feeling confident as the days passed and his body didn’t give out, certain he would manage a round trip to the offie. He thought forward to this evening, wondered if he’d be able for it. As the first drops of an imminently heavy rain landed in thick specks on his face, he slipped the rucksack off his shoulders then pushed himself up to sit on the wall.

         Taking out his phone to call Rachel, he hesitated before pressing her name, as if the memory of last night’s fight had ingrained itself in his fingertips. A fat splotch of water hit the screen, another landing on his head. After a few breaths he was able to quash the small bit of manhood that was still persistently alive within him, that clung on when so much else had been stripped away, and make the call.

         His wife answered on the third ring. ‘What’s happened?’

         ‘Nothing. Can you pick me up?’ He told her where he was.

         ‘I knew it was too much. Why didn’t you go to the near one? Or why didn’t you let—’

         ‘Rachel,’ he said. ‘Please.’

         A short while later she pulled up across the road in the Citroën, a boxy purple minivan she’d managed to talk him 14into back when she was pregnant, when he wanted to give her everything she asked for, and more. Now it seemed to represent all the things that had gone wrong in his life, that everywhere he looked there were people driving around in their delightfully dull vehicles, when he was saddled with—no, when he had chosen for himself—a car the colour of a television dinosaur. An extra grand for the pleasure of it, he remembered the smirk on the salesguy’s face.

         Rachel put on the hazards, rolled down the window and waved. She went to get out, but he shook his head. He already had the rucksack on, picked up the remaining cans, walked easily to the car. That was the brutal thing about the state he was in, the way it constantly tricked him, undermining whatever reality he thought he was in, undermining the very idea of reality compared to the life he had before. But Rachel was watching him. He shifted to one leg, moved a little slower for the final steps.

         Leah was in the back, strapped into a booster. She palmed the rain-streaked window and shouted his name.

         ‘Eggs!’ she said, when he opened the door. ‘I hate slimy eggs, Daddy.’

         He got into the passenger seat and looked at his wife.

         ‘Don’t ask,’ she said.

         Turning to slot the rucksack behind the driver’s seat, he balanced the remaining beer on his lap.

         ‘Put on your belt,’ Rachel said.

         He sighed.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’m not a child.’ He snapped the cold metal into the socket.

         Rachel kept her eyes on the road, her face didn’t change, pale and expressionless, the perfect martyr. She would make a 15wonderful saint. He could see her in the shroud of the famous missionary nun, her blonde hair covered, her narrow face rimmed in thin stripes of blue and white, the uneven patches of freckles—no, he stopped himself. He was doing it again. Letting all his rage at the great unfairness of his current situation leach into his marriage. Rachel had done nothing wrong. She had, in fact, dropped whatever she was doing to come to his aid. She’d become an expert in putting him first. As if reading his mind, she now said brightly and with conviction, ‘Tonight will be fun. What time are Ben and Stevie due?’

         ‘I told them seven.’

         ‘It will be eight with Stevie. You know what she’s like.’

         Dylan didn’t feel in the mood to comment on what Stevie might or might not be like, so he said nothing, just looked down at his middle, the ever-expanding mass of fat. Who would have thought a few years could reverse decades of training? He found it hard to credit, though the proof was there for him to see any time he wanted, he couldn’t get away from it, his body, in all its phenomenal failure. Closing his eyes, he tried to calm down. It could be worse. At least he could always say he’d played for Ireland—five caps, before it all fell apart with one horrendous wrong turn. He eventually got back playing for Leinster but never fully regained his speed, his position lost to a younger, faster wing. In the years since, he’d had a solid if unspectacular career, part of the starting fifteen when the frontliners were on international duty, otherwise a reliable substitute whose name still held some promise or memory of glory.

         Before the pandemic, Dylan had already been winding down, or more truthfully, management had indicated that he was, at the warhorse age of thirty-five, nearing his end. The pace of the young lads was the issue. He knew that, he understood. 16One of the hardest things to get his head around now was that he’d actually felt OK about retiring. Rachel and he had made plans. The European Cup was to be his last hurrah, followed by a family holiday in America, three weeks of relaxation and fun and travel that would ease the transition between life as a player and his plan to go into coaching. But that was back before The Bomb, as he liked to think of it, the definitive blast that ended his career, his ability to enjoy life, no, his ability to live. If athletes are said to die twice, Dylan was already on his third go. He was acutely aware of the passage of time, all the chronic, wasted minutes of his days.

         His seat reverberated, sudden pain in his lower back.

         ‘Leah!’ he said, as she kicked again. ‘Stop.’

         ‘She’s been trying to get your attention,’ Rachel said.

         ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Are you hurt?’

         ‘No,’ he said, ignoring the darting sensation down his side. Real and certain, the pain, yet the more he mentioned it the less she was inclined to believe him. He turned to face his daughter. ‘What is it, baby?’

         ‘Daddy!’ she said. ‘Eggs are yucky.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yesh.’

         ‘You sure?’

         ‘Yucky.’

         ‘All eggs?’

         ‘All. Eggs.’

         ‘No more Easter Eggs?’

         This stymied her. She kicked the seat once more and burst into tears.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Rachel. ‘Thanks a lot.’ 17

         They didn’t talk again for the remainder of the journey home, just listened to the sharp little cries of their daughter, their only child, who was behaving, according to the woman at the crèche, exactly like an only child, by which she meant entitled, lonely and, at four years of age, already preoccupied with the greatest of all human quests, the hunt for more and better love.

         * * *

         Emerging from the swimming pool in Trinity, Stevie felt refreshed, reborn, ready for the night ahead. She knew it would be a late one, they always were at Dylan’s, some remnant of their college selves dormant within them, effortlessly summoned by a look, an old joke, a nostalgic anecdote or nudge, anything at all, really, which often left her thinking in the days that followed such occasions that too much of her adult life was spent yearning for the past.

         She slipped on her faded turquoise flip-flops, wrung her swim hat over the pool drain. The past, that past, shouldn’t be so easy to access. Thirty-eight now, she had lived almost as many years after college as she had before. Somehow this calculation made her want to get back into the water and do another set, but she knew she’d done enough, there was no point punishing her body for being the age it was, nothing a person could do about that.

         Stevie was famously practical. Her older sister Laura was a writer who could do nothing except put words on a page, the younger one, Elise, a violinist currently busking her way across America with a blues singer she’d met in a bar, making Stevie, with her steady physio job and long-term relationship and small apartment in the docklands, the stable one of the family, a 18reputation she felt she’d never quite earned, rather had been branded with years earlier, possibly the moment Elise was born, when Stevie, through no fault of her own, became the sensible middle child who would one day know how to cook, clean, care for other people, care for herself. She did know how to do all those things; except maybe the last one, which seemed a bit lofty and abstract, like knowing how to pray or wish upon a star. Like knowing her heart’s desires, which a doctor had recently said to her, as if the heart had feelings and was not just a vital organ that pumped blood around the body to keep a person alive.

         Making her way down the deck to the sauna, she looked through the glass door and saw four or five muscular young men draped across the wooden benches. They had been swimming in rotation in the lane beside her and she’d already had enough of their overenthusiastic, endorphin-fuelled declarations on the benefits of morning sprints. Instead she tried the steam room, which was mercifully free, a cavernous space covered on all sides in characterless white tiles. Stevie lay on a bench, lifted her feet to the wall to stretch her calves, wondering how long she would get before the boys next door wanted to move from dry heat to wet. To call them boys wasn’t quite accurate. They were college students and the pool belonged to them more than it did to her, an alumna so many years gone. The pool hadn’t even existed when she was in college. They’d only had the sports hall, the testosterone smack of the squash courts, gym mats that smelled of feet. Back then the place was always half empty. There were no philosophy majors on the rowing machines. No classics students doing spin. There were no high-ponytailed girls with full faces of make-up jogging on treadmills with study notes propped on a ledge, a sight Stevie had witnessed earlier warming up before her swim. She’d wondered if she should go over as a physio 19and advise against it, but then she’d remembered what Ben had recently said to her, that it wasn’t her job to look after everyone, sometimes people were more than capable of figuring things out for themselves. He had said that to her this week, or maybe the week before, it was hard to timestamp these things, the insults couched as compliments, the parts of her personality he’d loved initially, and still purported to love when pressed.

         Her watch flashed on the hour. She had lingered in the steam room for twenty minutes. Perhaps she was waiting for the group of students, the swim team or whoever they were, those irritatingly happy men-children who through some trick of the hot room, the relaxing hiss of the steam, were turning alarmingly into fantasy figures. Stevie laughed out loud, the tenseness in her groin dissipating, not able to be wished back, she knew from experience. There was always the purple bullet in her bedside cabinet at home. There was always Ben.

         The door to the steam room opened. A pool attendant looked in, asked if it was hot enough. The reality of the man’s face embarrassed her. She said the temperature was fine, she was just leaving. He held the door for her and she didn’t look him in the eye as she mumbled a thank you, rushed off to the shower.

         After breakfast in a busy bakery on Pearse Street, Stevie bought the paper and walked down the quays. Among the dazzling glass shapes of the grand offices, there were one or two derelict buildings—an old redbrick she was passing now, from which a sapling sprouted riverward out of the rotten wall. Most people wanted the buildings gone, but she found them cheering, the way they hung on in their old, flawed state amid all the transforming perfection. In the distance, beyond the white fin of the Beckett Bridge, the sky was turning dark, 20heavy, about to drop into the oily waters of the Liffey. She hurried in the direction of the apartment, keen to get home now, even if she knew it wasn’t safe to go back there, that the pills were exactly where she’d left them, in the zipped inside pocket of an old bag under a pile of other bags in the corner of a wardrobe, because of course they were, no one but Stevie knew they were there.

         Soon her building came into view, a hulking block of forty apartments whose windows didn’t open beyond the regulatory few inches. On sunny days their bedroom was a greenhouse. Ben was always telling people they could live without heating year round, which wasn’t true—the living room only got the sun for a brief period in the morning—but she knew it made him feel better about the times he couldn’t afford to contribute to the utility bills, that the impassioned environmental speeches he liked to give when drunk were largely borne of his economic circumstances and his perception of himself as a person who could withstand extreme hardship when it came to matters of survival. To be fair, it was an accurate perception. She thought of the flat in Rathmines where Ben had lived for most of college. In first year he’d shared the place with a fellow drama student who slept sixteen hours a day because the heating only came on for an hour in the evenings. There was never any fresh milk. Never enough toilet paper or soap. They seemed to exist on nothing. Compared to the keen, orderly, health-conscious friends she had made through her physio course, it was exciting—even exotic. Canned meat, baked beans, an oven pizza at weekends. She’d call round after lectures and find them stoned on the faux leather sofas, watching the same old comedies and box sets whose overdue fines at the rental shop were so enormous as to make them obsolete. Ben used to call it studying, and 21who knows, maybe it was. All she could say for sure was that the place had been a haven for skivers until Dylan moved in at the start of second year and took charge.

         Smiling at the memory, Stevie knew she’d have to snap out of the recollections before this evening. Rachel hated when the three of them started on the college stories, she didn’t seem to get how much easier it was for people to talk about the good old days than the borderless blob of the present. Stevie pictured her prim smile, the deliberate jut of her dainty face, the way Dylan would choose to pick up on her signal or not, depending on his mood. She felt bad then, for the observation, or for Rachel herself. Rachel Turner was not an easy person to feel sorry for. A rigidity to her that Stevie found hard to negotiate, the stiffness of people meeting for the first time, which invariably resolves with time but in this instance had remained. Every time she met Rachel it was like starting over. Her disposition didn’t yield, at least not to Stevie. It yielded perfectly well to Dylan and Ben. At the thought of her perky blonde ponytail and amenable smile, the anecdotes that had a rehearsed quality designed to pander to men, Stevie felt the zippy aftereffects of the swim leave her. There was something draining about Rachel. Even the most rudimentary enquiries seemed like work.

         Inside the apartment block she checked the mailbox, hit the button for the lift, before deciding to take the stairs, four flights up, delaying the inevitable, the long hours of the day where she would be sharing the same space with those small yellow circles of serenity, consciously not thinking about them, which is to say, thinking about them all the time. It wasn’t that she suffered from anxiety, the doctor said, rather she seemed to feel the world’s problems a little more acutely than most. This was anxiety-inducing, he decided, which was not the same as anxiety. All 22Stevie had to do was care less. She put her key in the door, thankful Ben had nothing on today. She needed his presence, his vitality. He might be stuck for the occasional heating bill, but he did not scrimp on life. His constant yearning to make something of himself filled up the dead moments of their days. Remarkable, his bottomless desire. The energy and glow. Coned spotlight through the mist of time.

         * * *

         Ben had known for years that the odds were against him, his age ticking up like a speedometer pushing red, making him less suitable for even more roles than he’d been unsuitable for the previous year, even if he looked much the same, even if his agent assured him he was still atypically attractive, with the type of broad, senatorial face that commanded attention, that was able, on a good day, to project onto its sallow canvas a laborious range of convincing emotions desperate to be tested in the big leagues of the theatrical world.

         So, he persisted. For nearly two decades he kept going. Countless auditions, understudy readings, stagehand work, minor roles in major productions, small snippets of almost greatness he had replayed in his head so many times they were close to losing their lustre. And they didn’t do much to offset the rest of it, not really, the tedious extra gigs, near misses and final callbacks, advertisement parts which included a novice driver, angry milkman, new dad and a creepy sexual predator in a public service campaign about consent. Yes, in twenty years of trying to be an actor, which was what his friends and family called his profession, Ben Brosnahan had endured enough rejection to last a lifetime. 23

         But things were about to change. Ben had been lying awake for hours, long before Stevie rose for her penitential exercise regime he had been wide-eyed, the news fizzing in his stomach, too unreal to share yet with the outside world. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been to sleep, actually, the text coming through from his agent just as he was switching his phone to airplane mode last night, containing the four life-changing words he had waited an age to hear. You got the part. Caroline was pleased for him, he knew, by the uncharacteristic kiss after the message. She understood what it meant to him, how much he needed a win. Ben wanted big roles and stellar reviews. He wanted stardom. He wanted people on the street to lose control of their facial features when they saw him.

         As he heard Stevie’s key in the door he wondered how he should tell her. For years he’d fantasised about this moment, dreamt up every ludicrous scenario a man could think of, so that a plain delivery of the news seemed anticlimactic, disappointing even, in a way that made him slow to tell her at all. Mostly he felt relieved he would be earning a decent wage for an extended period of time; he resolved to buy her something beautiful and frivolous.

         ‘Hiya,’ came from the living room.

         ‘In here,’ he said.

         Through the thin walls he listened to her clatter around the kitchen, boil the kettle, take out the clothes horse to hang her togs. The entire apartment would be heavy with chlorine soon, medicinal cleanliness ripping through the air.

         Stevie appeared in the doorway. ‘Still in bed?’

         He patted the mattress and she smiled at him, cast her eyes over the laundry basket, before turning back to the kitchen. Hair in a dark top-knot. All go. She’d been like this for nearly a 24year now and he wondered if she was charging herself at night, if there might be a secret dock somewhere in the building she plugged into while he was sleeping. Because it wasn’t normal to have so much energy.

         Ben stretched his feet over the end of the bed, which was just about able to contain him. Six-two, not a great height for a queensize, but it was all the room could take. They were looking to move, had viewed this past year countless semi-detached houses in the wider Dublin region, to no avail. The asking prices were a farce, luring prospective buyers out to sea, suddenly plunging them deep and deeper. It was nonsense. Infuriating. A bore. Which didn’t really cover it at all, the fact that up to now he’d paid rent to Stevie, when he could, and it was ultimately her apartment that would have to be sold in order for them to afford a house and mortgage. Ben had virtually no savings. (One broker was incredulous, almost in awe, that a man could live thirty-nine years on the planet without saving a cent.) There was such shame in it that Ben preferred to pretend the whole thing was beneath him, the rat race, the ladder, the game so many of his friends were able to play. Dylan, for example, who owned a large redbrick in Terenure on a grand street of prestigious oaks. Dylan made the game look easy, he always had. Ben’s best friend had excelled at everything all his life. All their lives. Sports, obviously, but beyond that too, or perhaps because of it, girls, friends, money, any sniff of a competition and Dylan Turner nailed it. The age-old jealousy was still there, somewhere, if Ben sought it out. Having a best friend superior in every way meant a comparison so constant and instinctive it was barely even conscious.

         At the moment, though, whose life would he prefer to have? He thought of their most recent meeting, a bare hour in Dylan’s 25local where the poor guy had struggled to do something as basic as sit in a chair without pain. Ben had assured him things would get better—what else could you say?—but now he felt a glimmer, of guilt or exhilaration, that perhaps their luck had been exchanged and it was finally his turn to cash in. He knew then that he would tell Stevie his news this evening, at the game, in front of everyone. He pictured her delight; Rachel’s cool, alluring praise; Dylan’s unadulterated joy. Dylan was always happy for other people, unlike Ben, who had become so used to losing he automatically felt envious at the successes of friends and family. It was a thing he hated about himself, a defect he was unable to control. The only thing that worked was to get away from the person, to create a physical distance, or, failing that, to switch conversation to another more bearable topic, until the feeling had ebbed away and he could offer a genuine congrats.

         He looked at the time on his phone, just gone half ten, a nice, leisurely weekend morning, though the apartment was busy as a weekday: hairdryer, coffee grinder, kettle, smoothie blender, television, kitchen radio, hoover, bigger hoover, dishwasher, and now a ferociously rhythmic banging that seemed, the more it persisted, to be coming from inside his head. With a yawn he got up, threw on a fleece and trudged out to the noisemaker. In the kitchen Stevie had emptied an array of Tupperware containers and was hammering crumbs into the sink.

         ‘Filthy,’ she looked up, ‘the whole kitchen. I can’t wait to be out of here.’

         He squinted at her. ‘Coffee?’

         She pointed to the glass pot on the draining board. ‘Lazy bones,’ she said.

         Ben was about to remark on the distinction between weekday and weekend, but he moved in for a hug instead, felt her 26body relax against him, her head finding the soft pocket of his chest. They were an odd-looking couple, Stevie nearly a foot shorter than him, yet they seemed to work; their bodies, through habit or necessity, had discovered the right folds and crevices. It was very soothing. He bent down to kiss her—a tang of chlorine.

         ‘What’s the plan for the day?’ he said.

         She pulled away and began a surprisingly thorough list. Spring cleaning, a cycle to Clontarf, walk on Bull Island, an afternoon trip to the supermarket, sex, pizza, taxi to Dylan’s for sevenish.

         ‘Sex?’

         For some reason she blushed. ‘Yes. If you want to, I mean.’

         ‘Always,’ he said, which wasn’t entirely untrue, because he did today for sure, he was up for it. For anything. If she asked him to do a bungee jump or visit her parents he would probably agree. But also, he would like sex now, not after Bull Island and the supermarket.

         ‘OK,’ she smiled. ‘Later.’

         He left her to the Tupperware and went to lie on the couch. Flicking through the culture magazine he wondered what the paper’s famously harsh theatre critic would make of his performance when the time came, whether he would experience the Irish actor’s rite of passage of being ripped to shreds in a national forum. Certainly the play would be covered—a joint production by the Royal Court and The Abbey that would open in Dublin and transfer to London later in the year—there might even be interviews along with the reviews, Caroline was clever like that, she had told him often enough: he only needed to get into the spotlight once and let her do the rest. But Ben would not be tempted by television or film, he favoured theatre, the 27reason he wanted to act, the immediacy of a live audience, that connection, the sense anything could happen. He wouldn’t be tempted, unless something huge came along, a thing you did once, for the money. For kicks. Still, they wouldn’t move to LA, they would keep it—

         His phone buzzed on the coffee table. He opened a message from Dylan, laughed at the photo, an inexplicable number of Dutch Gold lined up on the kitchen island, and in the middle of them, a bottle of rosé.

         Guess which one’s for Rachel.

         I’m not drinking that muck, Ben replied.

         The rosé?

         Obviously.

         Dylan replied with a photo of himself, cans upturned at his mouth.

         Nutters O’Neill?

         Some lad for the Dutch.

         Ben smiled. A burst of kinship came over him. He missed his friend. He hesitated over the next message, wanting to keep it light, while letting Dylan know he cared. These days there was always a third person in their conversations, the shadow of illness, surprisingly forceful for a shadow, able to commandeer just about any communication however jovial or banal.

         How are you today? he wrote.

         Dylan was typing, he wasn’t, he was typing again, he disappeared.

         Ben tried to bring it back. Nothing Dutch won’t cure!

         No reply.

         He put his phone down and went into the kitchen, where Stevie had removed all the cutlery from the drawer and was now polishing each implement with a yellow cloth. 28

         ‘You know they’re IKEA?’ he said.

         ‘What?’ She looked at him absently.

         ‘They’re not silver.’

         ‘Clearly,’ she said.

         ‘You didn’t give us the chance to get the good stuff.’

         Her eyes darted up from the cutlery. He smiled to show he was joking, a lightness he still didn’t feel, might never feel, over the fact that Stevie, after all their years together, refused to marry him. She didn’t believe in marriage, it was a social construct designed to entrap women in the home, which made no sense to him because Stevie was a born homemaker: a fine cook, an organised, solvent, patient, decent human being, the type of person Ben had been beguiled by all his life.

         ‘I’ll buy you the good stuff for your birthday,’ she said. ‘Theatre tickets and heavy forks.’

         ‘Deal.’ He kissed the back of her neck.

         ‘Do you want breakfast?’ she said. ‘A rasher sandwich?’

         Rashers! On a day like today? He wanted champagne and lobster. Bordeaux and steak. Crêpes and café royale!

         ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Rashers would be great.’

         Stevie took out a pan. She turned suddenly. ‘Any word from Caroline?’

         ‘No,’ he said to the glistening cutlery. ‘Nothing yet.’

         * * *

         Closing the door to the en suite, Rachel leant against the wall, giving herself over to its cool strength. She sank to the floor, which seemed as good a place as any for a rest, the mosaic tiles warm from the late afternoon sun that shone in patches through the dusty window. A source of beauty. Another thing to clean 29before the house was fit for company. Right now Rachel was supposed to be getting ready but she hadn’t the will to move. The bathroom floor was perfect. Solid, safe, it asked nothing of her. The air smelled of earthy lavender; a buzzy silence. She felt alone for the first time in years.

         At some point, soon, she would need to shower, though she might get away with a silk headband to cover the grease. Back in the day Rachel used to care about things like hair and make-up, she would get a blow-dry for a night out, a night in, for something to do, and she wondered what was wrong with that person, that girl who hadn’t made more use of her free time when she had it—concerts, galleries, museums, etc.—who frittered it away, not realising there would come a time when she would never be alone again, that even precious minutes spent hiding in the bathroom would be undercut with a dreadful anticipatory sense of duty, not to mention failure for needing something as human as a break.

         In a word, motherhood. And the thing was, she desperately wanted it again. Another child. Rachel was a planner and the plan had been to get pregnant on their wonderful American holiday of a lifetime that never happened, which meant she should have a child now approaching two, a boy ideally, but she would have been happy with either. Instead she was forty-one and they’d only recently started trying again. For the last few years her poor husband hadn’t been able for sex, and though they’d eventually devised a method where she did most of the work, it could still leave him tired for days afterwards. But at least it was for some purpose, she thought, even the simple pleasure of union, not like his foolish solo trip to the off-licence this morning when he knew he needed to save his energy for tonight. 30

         Rachel had nowhere to put her anger. It came out in strange ways. The other morning she’d snapped at the postman for not bringing her mail. She wasn’t expecting something, had just seen him chatting to a neighbour and decided to question him when he passed the house without stopping. She ran down the driveway, the neighbour’s terrier following her, both of them pursuing the man in the same yapping, overwrought manner, though perhaps she was being harsh on the dog. The postman responded kindly, if a little warily, promising he’d bring her mail the next time. Now she spent the mornings dreading the doorbell. She would like to tell him what was going on. But there were no easy explanations when it came to long covid, the term itself seemed to deaden interest, too imprecise and unsolvable, it contained too much of the past.

         Was this her life now? Nurse, babysitter, shopper, cook, skivvy. His advocate on all things medical too. She knew she couldn’t do it forever. She wasn’t sure she’d last another month. The shape of him embedded in their living room couch, so that even when he wasn’t there, lying down with his podcasts or asleep, there was the imprint of him on the cushions; the middle one that took the brunt of his weight had a dent in the centre, a scratch to the soft pink fabric that shimmered in certain lights. His pained face, his personality reduced to patient. Then the moods—she’d never realised Dylan had it in him, that darkness she remembered from her childhood, the force of its suction. Rachel had spent her adult life running away from miserable people, there was no other way to deal with them, and she wondered if their current situation was payback for her choosing someone as aggressively cheerful as Dylan. Before the bomb, as he liked to call it, her husband had been a supremely optimistic person, irrationally optimistic, 31it was something to do with professional sport, some ruse of management to get them to bounce back from one fixture to the next, to be hammered by Munster at home on a Saturday and go on to play Harlequins the following weekend. A child’s logic of wiping out the past with hopes of the future. Well, there was no hope now, Rachel felt sure of it as she sat on the bathroom floor, the tears finally coming. She gave herself over to them. The print on the tiles smudged and replicated in dancing, broken patterns.

         After her cry she felt more able. Pushing off the ground she went to the sink and washed her face. As the cold water gathered in her cupped hands she knew she would get her family through this. It wasn’t Dylan’s fault, she understood that. Just the uncertainty ahead that made daily life so overwhelming. But she had felt the same about motherhood at the beginning, that she was entirely unequipped for the role—the immutability of it, the mess—and things had worked out fine. She was a good mother. You couldn’t admit that in public, it was all failures and self-reproach at the coffee mornings, but Rachel knew she looked after her daughter in the right way, which was by no coincidence the opposite to how her own mother had operated. Noreen was one of a small, sad cohort of women in twentieth-century Ireland who had sacrificed themselves to run a household then complained about it for the rest of their days, as if resentment could give them back their lives. By contrast, Rachel tried her best to be a source of love and comfort, not worry or fear. She had her own resentments, of course, she was human like anyone else, but she kept them to herself or saved them for the grown-up world. She knew the difference between an adult and a child, who was meant to look after whom.

         Downstairs the doorbell rang. 32

         She heard Leah’s quick feet in the hallway.

         ‘Rach!’ Dylan called.

         Patting her face with the towel, she smiled falsely at the mirror, her green eyes coming to life, reminding her of stage school, the hysterical woman who ran it, how she used to threaten to put matchsticks in their peepers. Rachel had enrolled for six months after her Leaving because everyone said she looked like an actress, but she’d quickly understood the futility of her efforts, it didn’t matter what part they gave her, she was only able to play herself. Beautiful, wooden Rachel, she remembered a director saying in a whisper that carried down the rehearsal room. It wasn’t one for the résumé.

         ‘Rachel!’

         ‘Mummy!’

         She heard her daughter giggle, the slapping of hands against the stained glass panels. Leah was trying in vain to reach the lock, which meant it was either Dylan’s mother or Suzanne from next door. Rachel ran downstairs, stopped Leah pawing the glass, swept her up in her arms, the weight just about tolerable. ‘Who’s there, Leah?’ she said, though she could see it was Helen, loaded with dinners that nobody wanted, awful old Irish food of the 1980s.

         ‘Nana,’ Leah said. ‘Nana Helen,’ which was a funny distinction, because she saw the other nana once or twice a year.

         Rachel opened the door. ‘Hi, Helen. Sorry to keep you.’

         ‘No bother at all. Hi, you!’ Helen patted Leah’s head. ‘Are you being good?’

         Leah burrowed her hot little face in Rachel’s shoulder.

         ‘She’s the best girl,’ Rachel said. ‘Just don’t mention eggs.’

         ‘Yuck!’ said Leah, wriggling to get down. But she was smiling now. Rachel knew her humours, they were past the eggs. 33

         Helen laughed, already moving down the hall, a whirlwind of flowy fabrics that seemed to have no origin or end. She was a young sixty-seven, still worked three days a week in the credit union in Sallins. Helen had great drive. They were lucky to have her, even if the visits were mostly unannounced these days, the illness did away with things like manners.

         In the living room Dylan was on the couch in a tracksuit and hoodie in varying shades of grey, a stain on his thigh. Rachel felt ashamed, like it was her responsibility to dress him too.

         ‘Hi, love.’ Helen went to sit beside him. He shuffled his legs into a peaked position he had deemed impossible earlier in the week when Rachel had tried to snuggle him, when she’d just wanted to be near him for a second in their old, easy way.

         ‘What’s in there?’ Dylan pointed to the freezer bag.

         ‘Your favourite,’ Helen said.

         ‘It’s all the one to me,’ he said despondently.

         ‘Thank you,’ Rachel said. ‘That’s what your son means, Helen.’

         ‘Thanks, Mam, she’s right.’

         Rachel let the she go and went to put on the kettle, listening to Dylan divulge his most recent symptoms to his mother. Attempts to block out his voice were futile, she felt compelled to tune in, wanting to—what?—catch him out in a lie or exaggeration about this dismal, shape-shifting disease no one seemed to know anything about.

         Most of the time, she believed him. It was only the last month or two that doubt had begun to burrow through her dwindling stores of compassion. She knew he was suffering, anyone could see he was physically cowed, but she wondered if his symptoms were as bad or as constant as he let on—illness was difficult to believe in all the time, to maintain interest in minute after 34minute. She couldn’t just allow him his pain, this unbearable music, she felt the need to arrange it. So far Rachel had kept this to herself. Out of love for him, and for their marriage, the good years they’d had together, and could still have once more. She tried now to recall him as he once was. Kind, strong and agile, with a determination she had understood, even if she’d known little about the game of rugby. His confidence was so attractive, the way he’d seemed to know her body at once, none of the grasping clumsiness she had experienced with other men, most of whom had been older than Rachel, sometimes a good deal older, yet lacked Dylan’s instinct, his wonderfully assured touch. He had made her feel wanted, needed, safe. What did it say about their marriage that only one of these things was still true?

         They should be in couples therapy but they didn’t have the money. The past few years had decimated their savings. Last month his parents had offered them a loan, which Dylan declined, afraid as always of being beholden to his father. Rachel was forced to acquiesce; hadn’t wanted the issue of her spending to come up again. Her guilt rose now in tandem with the boiling kettle. A fact: Rachel loved to buy things, it gave her a great sense of well-being. She came from a family where money was withheld, or didn’t exist, or was occasionally handed over with a meanness so entrenched it lodged in the dirty creases of the notes. The type of meanness that was easily inherited, if you didn’t watch it. Her siblings were all misers like her parents, but Rachel had gone the other way, the metronome ticked too quickly, spend, spend, spend and give it all away was the impulse, because it only destroyed a person to hang onto it. And the truth was, when
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