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        He was the friend of my life. You know,
        you only have one friend like that; there cant be
        two.


        James Salter, Light Years
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  AWAKE


  (1997)


  


  Dreams fled away, and something
  about a bedroom, and something about a garden, seen through an
  open window; and a windfall, something about a windfall  a
  line which made Catherine see apples, bruising and shrivelling
  and rotting into the ground. Windfall-sweetened soil;
  that was it. And, the flank of an animal, rubbing against a
  bedroom wall  though that could not be right, could it?
  But it was in there somewhere, she knew it was; something of it
  had bobbed up in her consciousness as she lay on the lawn in
  front of Jamess house, a wool blanket beneath her, one arm
  thrown over her eyes to do the job of the sunglasses she had not
  thought to bring.


  The French windows were open. They were to the left of the
  front door, which seemed a bit strange, or pointless or something
   if you wanted to walk out to the front of the house,
  wouldnt you just use the door? Still, they were nice
   elegant, that was what they were, and modern  and
  through them now came the noise of James and his parents, talking
  in the loud, excited way this family had. His mother shrieked at
  something James had said, and James swore at her  the
  fond, gleeful kind of swearing they did all the time, this
  family; Catherine could not get over them. They were talking,
  probably, about the local wedding Jamess parents were
  going to that afternoon; James was also expected to go, but James
  was staying home, using Catherines visit as an excuse.
  Catherine was not sure how she felt about this: a mixture of
  panic and guilt and flattery, which did not make it easy to
  relax, lying here in an old bikini belonging to Jamess
  sister, not that the fact of lying here in a bikini made
  relaxation easy in the first place. If her parents knew . . . But
  her parents did not know, she reminded herself once again, and
  once again she put the thought out of her mind.


  Arrah, for fucks sake, Mammy. That was James
  now, really roaring, and next came Peggy, her Cavan accent laying
  the words down like cards: Im telling you, Jem, I am
  telling you. James was a desperate wee shite, that was
  something else Peggy had said to him a moment ago; Catherine
  laughed again at the thought of it. Desperate wee shite;
  shed say it to him when he came back out here. It would
  become another of their lines. Already they had their own way of
  talking, their private phrases, their language, and theyd
  only known one another since that morning in June; though it
  seemed like so much longer, it was only six weeks ago that James
  had shown up in Catherines flat on Baggot Street, the flat
  she shared, during term time, with Jamess old
  schoolfriends, Amy and Lorraine. It was them he had been looking
  for, of course, when he had arrived that morning, back from his
  time in Berlin, but instead he had found Catherine, because
  Catherine had moved into the bedroom he had left empty the
  previous October. He had been working for a big-shot photographer
  over there, someone Catherine, at the time, had never even heard
  of, but someone big, someone with whom James, despite not even
  being in college, had managed to get himself a job as an
  assistant  and this was so typical of James, that he could
  just go and get something for himself in this way, and it was so
  unthinkable for Catherine, the guts it would involve, or at least
  it had been, before meeting James . . .


  There, now, was Jamess father, wry and lovely and
  long-suffering, asking James if he would not get back out into
  the garden and give Jamess mother and himself a bit of
  peace. That lassie, he said  and Catherine knew
  he was referring to her, and she thrilled to hear herself
  mentioned  That lassie will be dying of the
  thirst. Then he added something in a lower tone, inaudible
  to Catherine, and Peggy shouted his name, sounding outraged, and
  James told him he was very smart, very fucking smart, and Now
  for you, James said then, and Catherine knew that he had
  done something  maybe had clipped his father on the ear,
  or pretended to, maybe swiped the last piece of ham from his
  fathers plate. Something, anyway. Some little moment of
  contact. The previous evening, she had seen James bend down to
  where his father was sitting at the table and plant on the crown
  of his head a quick, firm kiss, like a kiss for the head of a
  baby; just in passing, just as though it meant nothing at all.
  Catherine had actually blushed. She had felt as though she had
  done something wrong, something too much, just by having
  witnessed it. This family. They were just so  they were
  amazing. They were just brilliant. And it was
  so strange, because in so many ways they were so much like
  Catherines own family  farmers, the house on the
  hill, the kitchen smelling of the same things, the bedsheets in
  the spare room the same sheets that Catherines parents had
  on their bed  and yet, they were so


  Extraordinary. That was what they were. That was a
  James word; that was one of the words she had got, over this
  summer, from James. From all the talking they had done, firstly
  in Dublin, those intense days after he had returned from Berlin,
  and then  after Catherine had returned to her
  parents home in Longford for the summer and James had
  reclaimed his old Baggot Street bedroom  over the phone,
  James had given her so many new ways of saying things, so many
  closer, sharper, more questioning ways of looking at the world.
  They had talked on the phone almost every evening this summer;
  Catherine would call the payphone in the hallway on Baggot
  Street, and James would be there waiting with a cheery
  hello, and they would be off, sometimes for hours, and
  in those conversations James had given her so much, so many new
  things to think about. And so many new things to worry about
   or, not new things, just things it had never really
  occurred to her to think about before. Like how little she knew
  about, well, everything, really. That had been obvious all this
  past year  college had made that obvious  but
  James, her conversations with James, had forced her to see it so
  much more clearly. James had not said this to her directly
   James was not like that, not blunt in the way that, say,
  her classmate Conor was, ripping the piss out of her, making her
  feel humiliated and small. It was more that in talking to James,
  listening to him talk, Catherine had come to realize just how
  much more carefully she needed to think about everything: about
  her life, about what she was doing with it, about what she was
  doing at college, about what she was doing with these summer
  days. About her relationships, of which there were none; Conor
  was not a relationship, no matter what James said, however often
  or hilariously  she loved the way he insisted on talking
  about the dramas of her life as though they were actually
  interesting, as though there was actually something happening
  where there absolutely was not. She even loved when he insisted
  on talking about her relationship with her parents, which was
  something she had never even thought about in such terms before
   she really needed, James had told her, to start thinking
  about her parents as people, instead of just as her
  parents  and about the way things were with them, and
  about how this influenced pretty much everything she did.
  Psychology; James was not at college, because James, as he had
  told Catherine that first day in Baggot Street, had not wanted to
  go to college, had wanted to do something different, had wanted
  to go his own way, but if James had gone to college, he
  told her, it was Psychology he would have liked to study. That or
  Theology, he had added, and Catherine had burst out laughing,
  assuming the Theology part to be another of his jokes, because he
  was hardly religious; but James had insisted: he wanted to
  understand, he said, what it was, exactly, that people
  believed.


  James hardly needed to go to college, anyway; James already
  seemed to know about everything. Art, obviously; Catherine was a
  year into a degree that was half Art History and he knew ten
  times more than her. He seemed to know more about her other
  subject, English, too, though on poetry she thought she had the
  advantage. But when it came to people and the way they behaved,
  James could talk for hours, and when it came to other things,
  too; politics, for instance. One night a couple of weeks
  previously, Catherine had found herself lying awake for hours,
  thinking about the North  or rather, thinking about the
  question of whether, if you talked about the North on the phone
   as she and James, or rather James, had for a long time
  that night  your call was likely to be picked up on, to be
  noted, along with your name and your whereabouts. Because James
  had said that this often happened; at the end of the call, James
  had mentioned, as casually as though it were nothing at all, that
  he and Catherine were probably on some list now, the two of them,
  that phone calls all over the country were monitored for
  conversations just like theirs.


  Catherine had rung off as quickly as she could, pleading some
  obligation or other, and she had sat for a long moment
  afterwards, staring at the phone, at the cord pulled through from
  the hall, at the plump, cheerful-looking digits on the buttons,
  her head feeling as though it was pulsing in and out of something
  unreal. Then she had gone into the sitting room, where her mother
  was watching television with Anna, Catherines six-year-old
  sister, and she had been unable even to look at either of them,
  worrying about what could happen to them now, because of what she
  and James had done. Which was the height of paranoia, of course
  it was, but James had had an answer for that too, the next night,
  when she described to him the stress she had gone through. And it
  was true. It didnt make it any less real, all of that;
  that she thought they were being paranoid didnt make it
  any less real at all. Catherine had not been able to change the
  subject quickly enough, that night, to get on to something that
  was not dangerous, and she did not want to think about it now,
  either. She did not want to think about it anytime. She wanted
  lemonade, which was what James had gone into the house for,
  glasses of cold lemonade for the two of them, and he would be
  back out with them now, she thought, squinting up at the
  sunlight; he would be back out any minute. The glasses would be
  gorgeously cool, would be glistening with ice, and Catherine
  would sit up on the blanket to see James as he came towards her
  from the house, and you desperate wee shite, she would
  call out to him, and he would pretend to scowl at her, stepping
  through the metal archway his mother had set down at the edge of
  the lawn. Roses  or at least Catherine thought they were
  roses  were trained up the archway, a vivid red against
  the paintwork, and now she heard him; she heard, close to the
  patio door and now coming across the driveway, his footsteps, and
  yes, there it was, the ice, the clinking, and Catherine clenched
  all the muscles of her arms and her shoulders and her thighs,
  just for the pleasure of it, just for the loveliness of releasing
  them again, stretching out on the blanket so that her fingers and
  toes touched the grass now, its cool, clipped pile. She sighed,
  as the sun bleached white the world shut out by her eyelids, and
  once again she tried to train her vision  was it still
  vision if your eyes were closed?  on one of the tiny black
  floaters swirling in and out of view. But there was no holding
  them; they came and went like birds.


  This was her second day in Carrigfinn.


  *


  Jamess hair had grown over the
  summer; it rose in an unruly quiff over his forehead. He had the
  reddest hair of any boy Catherine had ever known, which was
  probably down to the fact that, until James, she had had such a
  dislike of red-haired boys that she had not even wanted to look
  at them, let alone talk to them. They made her think of misery,
  somehow; of small houses and V-neck jumpers and of that helpless,
  defeated look that came over the faces of some children in
  primary school when the teacher was humiliating them and there
  was nothing the child could say or do to change this. She had not
  articulated this to James, actually, this association; she
  thought now, as she watched him duck down under the archway of
  roses, that she must say it to him, that he would find it
  fascinating, would find it, probably, quite clever, quite funny.
  Analysing it, picking it apart, he would make it, of course, much
  funnier still. And whats so offensive about V-neck
  jumpers? she imagined him asking, and she laughed in
  anticipation of it, hugging herself a little with the pleasure of
  it, so that James looked at her suspiciously now, his lips pursed
  in a manner that set her laughing harder still. He was so funny,
  James; it was probably the thing that was most brilliant about
  him. He was funnier than anyone shed ever met. Everything
  about him was so lit up by this brilliant, glinting comedy; he
  was so quick, and such a good mimic  so good it was almost
  disturbing, sometimes  and he had this gift for getting
  right to the truth about people with a single, seemingly casual
  line. And he was so loud, and he cared nothing for what other
  people thought of him; more than once during those first days in
  Dublin, Catherine had cringed at the attention paid to them by
  people on the street as James, marching along beside her, had
  held forth energetically on whatever was grabbing  seizing
   his attention at that moment. Passers-by had glanced at
  him, or stared at him, or raised a withering eyebrow in his
  direction, but James never seemed to notice; he just charged on.
  It had been the same, even, in Carrick the previous evening, as
  he and Catherine had walked from the train station towards the
  road for Carrigfinn. No thought to who might be listening. No
  care for who might say he was a right dose, a right pain in the
  head, that Flynn fella with the hill of red hair. Even as they
  thumbed a lift, then  Catherine feeling ill with nerves in
  case they might be seen by someone who could report back to her
  parents  James had had her in stitches, and when they
  finally got a lift, from two old women who were neighbours of
  Jamess parents  two old women who made sure to get
  a good look at Catherine, as the girl James Flynn was bringing
  home  it had actually hurt, the effort of keeping the
  laughter in. James, all the way home, had stayed straight-faced,
  keeping up a jolly, newsy patter with the two women, gossiping
  with them about other neighbours, agreeing with their assessments
  and their complaints; but the whole time, he had been kicking
  Catherines foot, trying to make her laugh, alerting her to
  intimations, innuendoes, in the things he was saying. Catherine
  had barely been able to breathe by the time the car had left them
  at the bottom of the lane.


  Catherine was back in Longford until October partly because
  she had got a summer job  at the local newspaper, where
  she spent her time making press releases look like news stories
   but mostly because her parents wanted her home for the
  summer, because her parents did not see any reason for her to
  stay in Dublin when she did not need to go to classes or to the
  library. When she had been going to Dublin in the first place,
  her parents had wanted Catherine to move in with her
  fathers sister in Rathmines, rather than get a place with
  friends from school, and when the place with those friends had
  fallen through in Freshers Week, a year of living with her
  aunt Eileen had seemed unavoidable, but then on the student union
  noticeboard, Catherine had seen an ad for a room on Baggot
  Street, and had scribbled down the number, and that number had
  led her to Amy and Lorraine. They were also first years at
  Trinity, but studying science subjects rather than arts, and this
  guy James had gone to Berlin just before the October rent had
  been paid, and so they needed, badly needed, someone new for his
  room. Would Catherine be interested? She said yes, her heart
  racing, and she moved in that evening. They were from Leitrim;
  that was the detail she used as a bargaining chip with her
  mother, or as a kind of security clause; Leitrim, after all, was
  a neighbouring county to Longford, so it was almost as though she
  was living with people from home; it was not as though she was
  moving in with Dublin people, or with English people  or
  with boys. To Catherines amazement, her mother had agreed
  reluctantly, and had said that she would come up with some way of
  explaining it to Catherines father, and Catherine had
  spent a happy year living with the girls, who were such fun, and
  so easy-going, and who treated the flat as a home, not just as
  somewhere to stay a couple of nights a week before going home
  again for the weekend. They were both up there for the summer, of
  course, and she envied them so much, getting to live with James;
  she envied them even the month they had lived with him before she
  knew any of them, even the years when they had all been together
  at secondary school. How could you envy a time of which you could
  not possibly have been a part? And yet she did. She looked at
  James now, as he knelt beside her on the blanket, passing her a
  glass of lemonade. It was cool and solid in her hand.


  Youre going to burn, she said, her gaze
  on his bare arms.


  Were all going to burn, Catherine, he
  said sternly. Sure look at the get-up of you, sitting out
  where decent people can see you, and your naked body on
  display. He shook his head. Pat Burke is watching,
  Catherine. Pat Burke is scandalized, thats what he
  is.


  Oh, shut up about that old bastard, Catherine
  said, taking a mouthful of lemonade.


  Chin-chin, James said, making it sound somehow
  like a warning, and he clinked his glass against hers. He drank
  deeply and looked down the hill to the canal. A boat, a small
  cruiser, was moving away from the lock. Catherine could hear the
  noise of the gates as they closed again.


  Thats right,James shouted down in the
  boats direction, although there was no way the people
  could hear, and, quite apart from that, he had no idea who they
  were. Bate on now, ye fuckers! We dont want your
  type around here!


  Youre terrible, Muriel, Catherine said,
  which was one of the lines which had become theirs over the past
  few weeks; it was from a film they both loved. Youre
  terrible, Muriel. The right way to say it was in an
  Australian accent, with a wide-eyed expression of shock and
  dismay, but Catherine was too hot and lazy to bother just now,
  and anyway, James, attempting to squeeze onto the blanket beside
  her, was not even listening.


  Shove over, Reilly, he said; they were shoulder
  to shoulder, hip to hip. The physical contact was a jolt for
  Catherine; her mind was casting about frantically for a way to
  break what she felt to be the tension of the moment. But her mind
  could not be trusted; her mind responded to the request to divert
  attention from his body by dumping attention onto it even more
  crudely than if she had reached out and stroked it from top to
  toe.


  Your skin, she said, her voice sounding weird
  and insistent. Your skin will be destroyed in this sun.
  You need some cream for it. You need to rub in some of that cream
  your mother gave you.


  Oh, for fucks sake,James grunted.
  That stuff is ancient. Youd be as well off covering
  yourself with jam.


  Well, I have it on, and Im not
  burning.


  Which had been another stupid thing to say, because now James
  was up on one elbow, peering at her body, taking it all in: her
  bare thighs, her stomach, her cleavage, such as it was in this
  ridiculous eighties bikini. She felt an impulse to wrap herself,
  hide herself, in the blanket. James was really staring at her
  now; she tried to laugh, but it came out as a gasp.


  Youre turning blue, Catherine, James
  said, settling down again as though this was nothing. You
  look like youre coming down with cholera. It must be
  something in the cream.


  What? Catherine said in another gasp, and she
  sat up in a rush, stretching her arms out in front of her.
  Instantly she saw that he was not serious, that this was just
  another of his jokes, and he was convulsed with laughter beside
  her now, but still she found herself making a show of checking
  herself  stomach, thighs, calves, and then she lifted her
  hips and examined what she could see of her arse cheeks, for good
  measure. There was no blueness, obviously; her freckled skin
  stared back at her, still bright with the sheen of the lotion,
  the tiny fair hairs shining in the sun.


  Fucker, she said, shoving James.


  Ha ha, he half sang, one minor chord following
  another, and he did not even open his eyes. She thought about
  doing something to him, something to get revenge on him; she
  wanted something, she realized, to make him sharply aware of her
  again, even though she had been wishing for just that kind of
  awareness to slide away from her only a moment ago. The cold
  lemonade, maybe, all over his T-shirt and onto his rolled-up
  jeans; all down his long, thin legs, over his knobbly feet, white
  and uncalloused and naked. Or maybe a couple of ice cubes, tipped
  out of her glass and slapped onto the exposed length of his
  throat, gone down under his collar before he had the chance to
  realize what it was she had in her hand.


  Reilly, James said, in a drowsy undertone, and
  he let the back of one hand flop onto her stomach before taking
  it away again. Youre blocking my sun.


  *


  Pat Burke; it was extraordinary how
  red-faced, horrible old Pat Burke had become one of the private
  jokes between her and James, one of their lines, but he had. Pat
  Burke this, Pat Burke that. Pat Burke is watching;
  Oh, thats one for Pat Burke, now; Good
  God, Catherine, what would Pat Burke say? His name was
  shorthand for pretended moral indignation, and Catherine loved
  it, though when they used it she always felt, at the same time,
  the quickened heartbeat of guilt and of unease at doing something
  at which her parents would be so horrified. Burke was recovering
  from a heart attack the previous summer, and on the first Friday
  of every month he still had to take the train to Dublin for
  treatment; each time, he came back with a store of gossip about
  other Longford people who had been heading up to the city and
  coming home again. At the bar in Leahys, he would unveil
  the tasty particulars of what he had seen and heard: the
  shoppers, the holiday-makers, the sibling-visitors, the ashen
  people facing tests and diagnoses and tubes and machines; the
  goners, the chatters, the chancers. And in the city itself, and
  in the train station, there was also so much to see, which was
  how on the first Friday in June, Pat Burke happened upon a great
  morsel, which was the sight of young Reilly, Catherine or
  whatever her name was, Charlie Reillys eldest girl,
  sitting on a bench in the middle of the day, holding hands with
  some young fella, a huge haystack of red hair on him, bold as
  brass and without a whit of concern for whoever might be looking
  their way.


  They had not been holding hands. They had been sitting on one
  of the wooden benches in the gloomy space facing the train
  platforms, and their heads had been close together, each of them
  with a hand up to an ear. And yes, maybe, Catherine thought
  afterwards, maybe their hands had been touching, because they had
  been listening to her headphones; she had wanted James to hear
  the Radiohead song she loved, the miserable, beautiful one from
  OK Computer. Catherine had been taking the train back to
  Longford for the summer, and James had insisted on walking her to
  the train station, and she had been feeling sad and shaky at the
  prospect of leaving him  Longford was over two hours from
  Dublin, and it was unlikely that she would be back up very much
  during the summer  and shaky, too, at the fact of this, at
  the fact of this all having come upon her so quickly 
  three days previously, she had never even met him  and at
  the fact of it rattling her, now, so deeply, and embarrassed by
  it, and confused  and worse still, she knew that James was
  feeling sad about their parting also, because he had told her,
  and because, in fact, he kept saying so, and Catherine had no
  idea what to do with this, how to take this, this openness, this
  unbothered honesty, which seemed to cost him nothing to hand out
  to her  no blushing, no shiftiness in his eyes or around
  his mouth  and yes, the fact was, their hands had been
  touching, or more like their wrists, the press of his wrist and
  the press of hers, skin against skin, bone against bone, and it
  was so strange, it had struck her, that a wrist could be such a
  boring part of someone and yet so massively, overwhelmingly
  them. And the grim lament of Exit Music (For A
  Film) plunged into this feeling so perfectly, so
  intimately, that she felt weird about sharing it with him,
  actually; felt as though it might be saying something somehow
  dangerous, and the fact that he was nodding, that he was closing
  his eyes, offered no comfort to her, no breeze of reassurance,
  and then Thom Yorke was droning, telling someone to breathe, and
  in that moment Catherine glanced up for some reason, and there,
  in front of her, was that old weirdo Pat Burke from home, wearing
  a black suit and a black tie as though he was coming from a
  funeral, a splattering of small silver badges on his right lapel,
  and he gave Catherine a wink; a slow, delighted wink.


  Hi, Mr Burke, Catherine said before she could
  stop herself, her head jerking upwards, which caused James to
  jolt beside her and follow her gaze.


  Miss Reilly, Burke said with heavy emphasis, as
  though he was a butler announcing her arrival to a room, and with
  a little bow and a long look at James  a look, Catherine
  thought, that was more like a leer  he walked away.


  Who the fuck was that? James said, taking the
  headphone from his ear and watching as Burke made for the Sligo
  train.


  A neighbour, Catherine said. Her heart was
  thumping; the blush was searing itself into her cheeks, postponed
  by the shock but coming on fully now.


  He looked like he was coming to claim your
  soul.


  Dont look at him.


  We hope  that you choke  that you
  cho-o-oke, James sang in a low, rasping whisper, and
  Catherine elbowed him.


  Stop, she said. Its bad
  enough.


  James snorted. Whats bad enough? Those trousers?
  Did you see the state of them? The arse like an old turf
  bag.


  Its just bad enough, Catherine said, and
  she lowered her head to indicate that she was giving all her
  attention, again, to the song.


  Sure enough, two mornings later, which was
  Catherines first summer Sunday at home, she noticed her
  mother looking at her awkwardly, in the way that meant she had
  something to say. Catherine braced herself. She was sitting at
  the kitchen table with a bowl of Cornflakes and Coco Pops mixed
  together the way she liked them. It was after eleven, and because
  she had not dragged herself out of bed earlier, she would now
  have to go with her father to one oclock Mass; the others
  had already been. Catherine had been out the night before, in
  Fallons and then on to Blazers with some of the
  girls she had known in school, but it had been the usual shit:
  bumping into people she never saw anymore, and having bitty
  conversations with them, and then worrying whether her ID would
  be enough to get her into the club  it was just her luck
  that now that she had finally turned eighteen, all the clubs in
  town had adopted an over-nineteens policy, and getting in
  depended on whether you knew the bouncer, or on whether he
  decided he fancied you, or on whether you could plead with him,
  as Catherine had eventually had to do the night before, pointing
  out to him that she wasnt even drunk, that she could never
  get properly drunk in Longford, because her father always
  insisted on collecting her, no matter how late she was out
   parking, sometimes, right outside the nightclub door. She
  reckoned the bouncer had felt sorry for her; that that was why he
  had let her in. Certainly he had looked at her, just before
  nodding her through, with something like pity in his eyes.


  And then Blazers had been rubbish, as usual. Cringey
  dancing to songs from Trainspotting; girls whod
  been in her Science and Geography classes trying to look like
  they were off their heads on E when all theyd had was
  eight bottles of Mug Shot. Clodhopper morons asking if you wanted
  a shift, the saliva already flecking and bubbling at the corners
  of their mouths. Anyone half-decent-looking already getting the
  face worn off them in a corner, and David Donaghy, whod
  ignored Catherines attentions on the school bus from
  September 1991 to June 1996, ignoring her all over again, and
  then shifting Lisa Mulligan, who Catherine was pretty sure was
  his second cousin. Catherines old schoolfriend Jenny
  screaming, You need to get pissed! at her, over and
  over, and then falling asleep slumped against the mirrored walls,
  and then shifting David Donaghy when his cousin was finished with
  him. Two oclock could not come quickly enough. Catherine
  had almost been glad of the sight of her fathers Sierra
  pulled up tight to the steps at the front.


  But then he had been silent all the way home, so Catherine
  knew that Burke had said something to him. There was no danger of
  her father raising the subject with her himself  the rules
  might come from him, but that did not mean that he had to
  articulate them, at least not with Catherine and Ellen, and
  definitely not when they related, in even the most peripheral of
  ways, to what Catherine and Ellen might get up to with boys
   but in the morning, Catherines mother would pause
  at the kitchen counter, just as she was pausing now, and she
  would glance in Catherines direction, and she would clear
  her throat: a short, almost apologetic rev.


  Catherine looked up to meet it; her mother, folding a tea
  towel with great precision, looked away again. On the radio, a
  Shannonside presenter said something about the button accordion.
  Fuck the button accordion, Catherine thought.


  Are you seeing any of your friends from college over
  the summer? her mother said.


  Doubt it, Catherine shrugged. Most of
  them are gone travelling to Germany and America and stuff.
  This was not true, but it made some point that Catherine had
  suddenly found herself wanting very badly to make: that her
  friends had actual lives. That people her age were out there,
  doing things for themselves, living independently and freely.
  This was not actually true, for the most part, since most of her
  friends from college were also spending the summer working in the
  towns closest to where they had grown up, and were back living
  with their parents, but this detail, Catherine had decided, was
  completely irrelevant. They could have been travelling;
  that was the point. If they had wanted to travel 
  this was the point  they would have been able to.
  Allowed to. Zoe, that girl from Catherines Art History
  tutorial, was in Italy, for instance  Zoe was the kind of
  person who would think nothing of heading off to Italy by herself
  for the whole summer. And Conor had made noises about bar work in
  Chicago, though he had not actually gone in the end due to lack
  of funds, but he had intended to. And James: James had been in
  Germany for the entire year! Her mother needed to know that
  Catherine had friends like this. Except that she did not need to
  know  it would not be helpful or useful for her to know
   the actual details, at least not about Conor and James,
  because that would lead to too many questions  which was
  precisely, Catherine remembered, what was about to happen now.
  She sighed heavily.


  Whats wrong with you? her mother said,
  her suspicions raised.


  Nothing.


  Im just trying to make simple conversation, for
  Gods sake.


  Im not stopping you.


  Her mother took a deep breath. I was just
  wondering, she said slowly, clearly having to work to stop
  the words coming out sharply, whether you have any other
  friend? Anyone in particular?


  Other friend? Catherine said mockingly.
  She could not stop herself. When she was home, when she was
  talking to her mother, she turned into a fifteen-year-old again.
  It was ridiculous; she needed to snap out of it. She cleared her
  throat. What do you mean, any other friend? she
  said, more evenly.


  Her mother shrugged. She had on the striped navy and white top
  that Catherine loved on her, its vivid white, its dark navy
  bands; the sleeves were pushed up on her arms, which were already
  growing brown  Catherine wished she had inherited her
  mothers olive complexion rather than her fathers
  gene for sunburn. On her mothers wrist was the Swatch
  watch that Catherine and the others had given her for her last
  birthday, her forty-fifth, the strap splayed with colours, the
  tiny mirrored face glinting, now, as she turned the tea towel
  again in her hands, laid it down on the table to be folded the
  other way. Forty-five; her mother was forty-five. It
  seemed impossible, but it was nothing beside the thought that in
  another handful of years, she would be fifty. Fifty. Her mother,
  slim and tanned and brown-haired; her mother who wore jeans and
  runners, who had recently bought a new pair of sunglasses to wear
  in the car. How could she be nearly fifty? And as for
  Catherines father, that was completely outrageous 
  he was ten years older, and sixty was not even an age Catherine
  was willing to countenance for one of her parents. Sixty was, was
  it not, the point after which nobody much remarked if something
  happened to you? If, one morning or one evening, you simply
  slipped away? What the hell was she supposed to do if that
  happened to one of her parents? It panicked her, the thought of
  it; it kept her awake at night, staring at the wall. She had told
  James about this, of course, but James had come nowhere close to
  understanding; James had thought she was mad. Or, actually, it
  was not madness of which he had accused her, but something else
   something she had forgotten now, a word she had not heard
  before  dependent somehow, dependent on them in the same
  way they were dependent on her  anyway, he had given her a
  right lecture over the phone that evening. He did not even know
  exactly how old his own parents were, he had said; sixties,
  maybe? Late fifties? Catherine had been astonished. For his
  parents to be that old, and for him not to be riddled with the
  anxiety of their mortality, with the knowledge that the clock was
  counting down on the very fact of them  how could he go
  around like that? How could he have felt relaxed enough, for
  instance, to have gone off to Berlin? Oh, for fucks
  sake, Catherine, James had spluttered, and then Catherine
  had changed the subject. They were so alike, the two of them, so
  alike in every way  and yet, there were moments when she
  saw the ways in which they were so different. And she did not
  like those moments. She found herself moving quickly to chase
  those moments away.


  Well, her mother said now, more pointedly;
  Catherine had not given her any answer to her question.
  Well? Is there anything you want to tell me? Is there
  anyone you


  No, Catherine said, pushing back from the
  table.


  Are you sure?


  Yes, Im sure, Catherine said. And
  I think that tea towels folded now.


  Dont be so bloody smart!


  Im not being smart.


  Im only trying to have a simple conversation
  with you!


  About Pat fucking Burke, Catherine spat.


  Catherine! Her mother glanced, horrified,
  towards the open back door. Watch what youre
  saying!


  Well? Thats it, isnt it? Catherine
  said, crossing to the sink angrily. He saw me with my
  friend up at the train station, and he told Daddy, and now
  Im in trouble, and I didnt even do
  anything. Forget fifteen: she sounded ten, now, and she
  was dismayed at how easily this had happened, at how
  automatically her voice had become this babyish whine; but in the
  next moment, she had decided that she was perfectly entitled to
  whine, and that she might as well go the whole hog, and she
  banged down her bowl. Its not fair,
  she said, folding her arms.


  Stop that, Catherine, her mother said warningly.
  She put one hand on the table and the other on the counter,
  blocking Catherines way to the door. I just want to
  talk to you.


  I didnt do anything, Catherine
  said, and she tried for a contemptuous laugh which would make
  clear her feelings about all of this, but as soon as she started
  it she realized that it would come out as a sob, so she swallowed
  it back down. Pat Burke is nothing but a creep. Everyone
  hates him, and yet you all still listen to him.


  Her mother raised an eyebrow, as though to say she could not
  argue with this, but nor could she openly agree. He says
  he saw you with your boyfriend.


  Hes not my boyfriend.


  Well, you were seen holding hands with him, whatever he
  is.


  We were listening to my Walkman, for Christs
  sake!


  Well, if youre going to be so public about it,
  you cant be surprised when somebody sees you.


  Oh my God. Oh my God. We werent doing anything!
  Hes a friend! Hes an old friend of Amy and
  Lorraines, and he was going in the direction of the train
  station anyway, and I wanted to tell him about this song 
  this song I like


  She stopped. She could hear how unconvincing it sounded. And,
  also, she was reeling a little, in shock a little, that already
  she had pushed an untruth into the story; James had not, after
  all, been going in the direction of the train station anyway. He
  had gone there especially for her. To sit with her. To hug her
  goodbye. To wave her off from the platform, with his arms going
  madly, not giving a shit who was seeing him or laughing at him,
  doing it with such glee and enthusiasm that Catherine had
  cringed. But she could not tell her mother this; she could not
  tell her mother any of it. Her mother would not understand. Her
  mother, like her father, had surely never known this kind of
  friendship, the kind of friendship in which you did not want to
  waste a single minute, in which every minute was a chance to talk
  about something more


  Look, Catherine, her mother said, shaking her
  head. We dont expect you not to have boyfriends.
  Youre old enough for that now. You dont have to
  tell me lies.


  Oh, thanks very much, Catherine said, the words
  tart with bitterness. Thats very good of
  you.


  I told you not to be so bloody smart!


  Im not being smart, Catherine
  said, and she slammed her hands down on the edge of the sink.
  There had to be a better way to do this, she thought; there had
  to be a better way to argue and protest and stand up for
  yourself. A dignified way; a grown-up way. She would ask James
  about it the next time she talked to him, she decided; James
  would know. James would know how to keep your voice level in a
  situation like this, and how to sound confident, and how to come
  out the winner with just a few carefully chosen words.


  I hate that old prick! she shouted
  suddenly across the kitchen, and then she burst into ragged,
  jerky sobs. Her mother rolled her eyes.


  Oh, for Gods sake, Catherine. Get a hold of
  yourself. Youre eighteen years old.


  I know Im eighteen! Catherine
  wailed. Thats my whole point! James is my
  friend! Hes a friend of the girls, and he was in
  Germany all year, and hes back now, I mean just for the
  summer, and we were listening to music, and I was just saying
  hello to him at the train station, and Im sick of
  not being able to do what I want!


  Catherine, her mother said, and she actually
  laughed. Stop being so ridiculous. Of course you
  can  she made a face  listen to
  music with whoever the hell you want. Or say hello
  to them, or whatever it is that you call it now. Daddy was just
  upset that he had to hear about it from Pat Burke. That Pat Burke
  was able to tell him something he didnt already know. And
  something I didnt know.


  Oh my God, Catherine said, putting her hands to
  her head. Oh my God. I cant take this. I
  cant


  Well, her mother said, laying the tea towel flat
  on the table and smoothing it as though it was a map she was
  intending to read. Youre getting very bloody worked
  up about something you claim to be nothing at all.


  James was not her boyfriend. No one was her
  boyfriend. There had been no boyfriend while she was at school,
  and there had been no boyfriend during the long summer after her
  Leaving Cert, and there had been no boyfriend during the first
  year of college, and there was no boyfriend now. How could there
  be, when she was back living at home? Which was not an acceptable
  excuse, according to Catherines sister Ellen, who was
  sixteen, and who therefore lived at home all of the time, and who
  did not let this stop her from having boyfriends, and as many
  boyfriends as she felt like. It was not that their parents were
  any less strict with Ellen than they had been with Catherine; it
  was just that Ellen ignored their strictness, or rather worked
  around it, with the skill of someone dismantling a bomb.
  Especially now that she was going into her Leaving Cert year, she
  explained to Catherine, there were simply certain experiences she
  refused to go without. So, if she wanted to go to the pub where
  the people her age drank, she made up a story about maths grinds
  at a friends house, and when their father collected her
  four or five hours later, she was ready and waiting, chewing gum
  to hide the bang of cider and equipped with a perfect explanation
  for why her clothes smelled of smoke. She was never asked for the
  explanation. Their father, Ellen told Catherine, needed so much
  to believe that she would not do such a thing, would not go
  boozing and smoking and shifting fellas in an alleyway in town,
  that he simply went on doing that: he believed. Their mother
  knew; their mother, Ellen said, had come into the bedroom and
  ranted at her on more than one occasion, but Ellen had gone on
  denying everything, and doing everything, and she suspected, deep
  down, that their mother respected her for that.


  If she saw Shane Keegan, shed want me
  to go with him, shed said, setting out her case to
  Catherine earlier that year. Hes a complete ride.
  You couldnt pass up a chance like that.


  Yeah, right, Catherine had scoffed. If
  they found out you were shifting one of the Keegans, theyd
  ground you until you were twenty-five.


  They could try, Ellen had said, bouncing a
  tennis ball off the bedroom wall. Anyway, one of us has to
  be shifting fellas. Its a complete waste of time you being
  up at college if youre not even going to get together with
  anyone. I would have got together with that Conor fella
  ages ago if I was you.


  No, you wouldnt.


  Yeah, I would. He sounds like good craic.


  Yeah, well, Catherine said weakly.
  Its not that simple once you get to
  college.


  Course it is, Ellen said, the ball slapping
  against her hand. You just dont know how to do
  it.


  Youre not even ugly: that was something else
  that Ellen had said about Catherines ongoing celibacy. Or,
  not celibacy  when she was out, she often shifted guys, or
  acquiesced to their requests to shift her; she took their tongues
  into her mouth and let their hands roam over the cheeks of her
  arse  but whatever it was. Singlehood. Gomhood,
  Ellen had called it when Catherine had described it that way.
  Catherine was tall, Ellen pointed out, and she had some nice
  clothes, and long hair, and her skin was all right, and so what?
  What was stopping her? All she had to do, Ellen explained, was to
  go to the cinema with someone, or to the pub, and shift him, and
  talk to him, and then, once she got tired of him, she could break
  up with him. It was just what you did. Unless you were ugly, that
  was.


  Not even ugly: for Catherine, in a strange way, this
  was enough. In college this past year, it had become clearer to
  her that boys found her attractive; boys looked at her, they
  flirted with her, they told her where the parties were going to
  be. And living with Amy and Lorraine had meant that she had met
  lots of boys, too. The whole business with Conor they disapproved
  of; Conor, who was in one of Catherines English tutorials
  and over whom she had been stupidly mooning all year, and with
  whom she maintained a friendship which consisted mainly of him
  slagging her, and of her thinking of suitable retorts half an
  hour later.


  The problem  although Catherine herself did not see it
  as a problem  was that she did not want something real.
  Shifting someone you actually knew; she could not imagine it. How
  would you look them in the eye the next day? There was just so
  much  liquid. Slither, that was how she thought of it;
  slither that had been allowed into the space between you. It was
  appalling. Undignified. It was way too close a range. And sex:
  no. Just no. She was not going there; not until she worked it out
  somehow, how she could do it without dying of shame. Which would
  involve doing it, obviously, or doing some of it, at least; but
  this was a glitch in her own logic which Catherine felt perfectly
  entitled to ignore.


  It was the morning after things had finally
  come to a head with Conor that Catherine had first met James. She
  had been drinking in the Pav, which was the bar at the back of
  campus for the cricket players, but in which everyone drank at
  the end of exams  or indeed, as in the case that evening
  of Amy and Lorraine, before exams were over. But Catherine had
  sat her final paper, a disastrous Art History one, and to
  obliterate the memory of it she had been getting good and
  plastered, which was hardly the best of ideas when Conor was
  around. By half past nine, she was slumped in a booth beside him,
  pulling her oldest trick, the trick she had been pulling
  unsuccessfully with boys she fancied for years, which was to
  pretend to fall asleep on the boys shoulder, and to hope
  that he would notice, and react by putting an arm around her and
  pulling her close.


  Conor did not put an arm around her. Conor moved away from
  her, so abruptly that she almost smacked her head on the wood of
  the booth, and Conor began making jokes about Catherine to the
  other guys at the table, and Conor reached over and nudged
  Catherine  who was still, mortifyingly, pretending to be
  asleep, her head hanging, because she could not think what best
  to do  and told her that she had to get up, now; that she
  had to go home. And then Conor was calling Amy over, which was
  the last thing that Catherine wanted, because she knew that Amy
  would kill her stone dead for being so pathetic, and sure enough,
  she opened her eyes and there was Amy with a face like thunder,
  and there, on Catherines elbows, was Amys strong,
  angry grip.


  Take this kid back to Baggot Street, will you,
  Ames, Conor said, or put her on a bus or
  something.


  Catherine pouted, another of her old tricks, with an equally
  low success rate. I dont want to go
  home.


  Im not taking her home, Amy said.
  Its not even ten oclock. She shoved
  Catherine in front of her, in the direction of the tiny bathroom
  at the front of the bar. And my name is not Ames,
  she shot back at Conor.


  Whatever, sweetheart, Conor replied.


  Dickhead, Amy said, as she poked Catherine in
  the back. Come on, keep going.


  To do what?


  To puke, and then to have cold water splashed all over
  your silly little face by me, Amy said. Are you
  wearing mascara?


  I told you, I dont wear eye make-up.


  Well, thats another thing were going to
  need to discuss, Amy said, as they reached the bathroom,
  and she pushed Catherine into a cubicle. Bend, she
  said. Think of something that disgusts you.


  Conor disgusts me.


  Shut up about Conor, Amy said.
  Think of vermin or something. Worms.


  I dont have any problem with worms,
  Catherine said. I grew up on a farm, remember?


  Shut up about that fucking farm as well, Amy
  said. Nobody cares that you grew up on a farm. Anyone
  would think youd crawled to college straight from the
  famine, the way you go on. Cows and tractors, for Christs
  sake. So what? My dad has a ride-on lawnmower. Do you
  hear me going on about that? No, you do not. Now, come
  here. She pulled Catherine closer, so that their faces
  were inches apart. Open your gob.


  What for? Catherine whined.


  Open your mouth, Amy said, and when
  Catherine obeyed, Amy shoved two fingers down her throat, so that
  it came right up, the lunch from that day, and quite a lot of the
  cider from that evening.


  Thats better, Amy said, her hand on the
  nape of Catherines neck. Good girl.


  I hate Conor, Catherine said, coughing
  and rubbing at her mouth. I hate him.


  Then act like it, Amy said, and she turned the
  cold tap on. Now you and I are going to get plastered all
  over again, and when James gets home from Berlin tomorrow, we are
  going to spend the whole day getting pissed with him, and you are
  not going to waste another fucking minute of your glorious state
  of drunkenness talking to Conor Moran. Or even thinking about
  him. Now splash. She pointed to the sink, and then, moving
  to the toilet, she hitched her skirt up and began to ease her
  knickers down.


  Do you need me to leave? Catherine said,
  embarrassed.


  Splash, Catherine, and look lively about it, Amy
  said, and she leaned back her head as her loud, easy flow began
  to come.


  *


  In Baggot Street all that year, James had
  been a photograph, blu-tacked to the mantelpiece mirror; in the
  photo he was all legs, sprawled out on the carpet in front of the
  couch, with Amys arms around his neck, and his hair a mop
  of red curls and waves and cowlicks; his expression was one of
  suffering, but in an ironic, delighted way.


  Also, James was a set of drawings which every night in her
  sleep Catherine was keeping pressed like so many dried flowers,
  without even knowing she was doing so for the first couple of
  months. If it had not been for a film she and the girls had been
  watching one night close to Christmas, a film about an artist
  whose drawings, Amy said, were very like those of James,
  Catherine might never have known what she was sleeping on, but
  Amy went into Catherines bedroom and pulled the large,
  flat folder out from under the mattress. Lorraine cleared a space
  on the carpet, moving aside the tea things and the cigarette
  packets and the Evening Herald that had been there for a
  fortnight, and Amy laid down the folder and opened it up.


  Nobody was looking directly at him; that was what Catherine
  first noticed. He drew with charcoal, in strokes which were
  careful, which seemed to leave nothing to chance, going after
  detail  the ring on a finger, the rib of a cuff, the hard
  skin on an elbow  as though it was something threatened,
  something which had to be caught and preserved. And yet, for all
  his obedience to detail, it was the expressions  not just
  the faces, but the moods and preoccupations travelling through
  those faces, running under their surfaces like hidden streams
   which came up out of the pages torn from a sketchbook and
  which set going in Catherine an anxiety which she could not
  understand.


  Nobody knows, she said then, surprising herself;
  she had said it before consciously realizing it. Nobody
  knows hes drawing them.


  Beside her, Amy nodded. Thats what he does. He
  catches people unawares.


  Hes a little stalker, Lorraine said.
  A little paparazzi fucker.


  See this one of Lorraine, Amy said, and Lorraine
  gave a protesting wail.


  I have a double chin!


  No, no, its you, Catherine said, taking
  the drawing. I mean, you, except with a double
  chin.


  Hes a sneaky little bastard, Lorraine
  said, reaching for her cigarettes. He did not have my
  permission to do that.


  Catherine looked at Amy. Has he done you?


  She nodded. Somewhere in there. It was while we were in
  Irish class last year.


  She was staring out the window deciding whether or not
  to give a hand job to Robbie Fox, Lorraine said.


  Shut up, you, said Amy, laughing. She went
  through the drawings more quickly now, lifting them up at the
  right-hand corner, separating them carefully; about fifteen or so
  in, she stopped. Here I am, she said, pulling the
  page out slowly.


  Its lovely, Catherine said quietly.


  Lovely for Robbie, Lorraine snorted.


  No, really, Catherine said, above their
  laughter. She leaned in to look more closely. It was Amy, in a
  school jumper, with a tie loosely knotted beneath a shirt collar,
  sitting with her knuckles pressed to her chin. Lorraine had
  remembered correctly: she was looking out a window. James had
  drawn the wooden frame, and an outline of the buildings outside,
  and he had drawn the small hoop in Amys right earlobe, and
  the biro in her hand. As with the other portraits, he had caught
  something in the eyes, and something about the mouth, which
  brought on a feeling of  Catherine could only think of it
  as worry, a kind of unease. Even though this Amy in charcoal, her
  attention on something outside or on something deep within her
  mind; even though she looked beautiful, soft-eyed  even
  for all this, there was something about the portrait that made
  Catherine feel that it was somehow wrong to be looking at it.
  Then it struck her: how direct the angle was. James would have
  needed to have been sitting almost right in front of Amy, only
  slightly to her right, to capture her like this; he would have
  needed to have been two desks or so in front of her, and turned
  fully around.


  How did you not see him? she said to
  Amy, and Amy just shrugged.


  Thats the thing about the way he does them. He
  has some way of not letting anyone notice him. I dont know
  how he manages.


  But on the morning James came back to
  Dublin, Catherine had quite forgotten about him  or
  rather, Catherine was too preoccupied with other matters to
  remember that he was coming. The other matters related to the
  night before, which had ended on Grafton Street not long before
  dawn, with Conor taking hold of her shoulders and telling her
  that she was a great chick, a great chick, over and over, while
  still, so enragingly, failing to actually put his arms around her
  and hold her, which by that time she had wanted so badly, for so
  long, that she felt as though she might just vaporize, standing
  there in front of him, with his useless fingers on her useless
  skin, or that she might instead just knee him in the balls, which
  was what she had done, come to think of it  she
  could hear again Amys voice saying, Oh Jesus,
  Catherine  but not even that successfully, because
  Conor had stood upright far too quickly afterwards, and he had
  been pleased, she could see, and now he was gone home to Wexford
  for the summer, to work in his uncles pub, and it would be
  October before she would see him again. About this, she felt
  miserable, but also relieved: there would be no more of his
  snideness, no more of his mockery, no more of his moods. She
  could recall asking him, before they left the Pav for the club
   she had not stayed away from him after Amys
  lecture in the bathroom, or had managed to do so for only about
  twenty minutes  for advice on her situation, or indeed
  non-situation, with her summer job at the Longford
  Leader: since January, she had been meaning to phone the
  editor and remind him that he had told her, the summer before, to
  come back when she was in college. But she had not phoned him,
  for various reasons.


  One reason, Citg, Conor had said, when
  she told him. One reason. Visceral fear.


  Im not afraid of him, Catherine had said,
  delighted, as usual, to hear Conor referring to her with the
  nickname he had given her. It made no sense; it was the Irish
  word for left-handed people, and she was right-handed. But she
  loved it, anyway, and she tingled every time he said it.
  How could I be afraid of him when I dont even know
  him?


  Right. Because thats really stopped you being
  afraid of people before.


  Fuck off.


  Then Conor had dragged someone else into the conversation, had
  humiliated her in front of someone who was a virtual stranger:
  Emmet Doyle, a quiet Dublin guy who Catherine knew vaguely from
  editorial meetings for Trinity News. He wrote mostly
  about dull student union politics, and he dressed in a slightly
  odd combination of smart shirts and scruffy cords, and his hair
  fell in soft brown curls around his face, and he blushed whenever
  anyone spoke to him. The blushing ought to have endeared him to
  Catherine, who suffered from precisely the same affliction, but
  instead it irritated her. She wanted men to have faces which
  showed not a flicker of what was going on in their minds. But now
  here was Emmet Doyle, blushing, and looking a little bewildered,
  while Conor outlined to him the farce of Catherines
  inability to call the Leader editor, and while Catherine
  yanked at Conors arm, and shoved him, and told him to stop
  making such a big deal out of it, Emmet proceeded, in his nice,
  polite, South County Dublin sentences, to suggest ways for
  Catherine to approach the task  what she should say to the
  editor; how she should make her case.


  I mean, just tell him you have, like, experience, and
  that youve done news, and that youve done layout,
  and that youve done different kinds of features and stuff.
  I mean, youve done stuff for TN, havent
  you? Ive seen your name.


  She shrugged. A few


  Tell him you got the last interview with Jeff
  Buckley, Conor cut in.


  Jeff who?


  Oh, for Christs sake, Citg, Conor
  said, putting his hand to his face, and it went on like that, a
  catalogue of mortification and stupidity, until daylight was
  hitting the red stones of Grafton Street, and until there was
  nothing else for it but to go home.


  The next morning: a thumping skull,
  trembling skin, a stomach like seasickness. Amy and Lorraine were
  at the exam halls, with hangovers of their own for which, they
  made clear as they were leaving, they held Catherine entirely
  responsible, and a bag of peas from the freezer was the best
  thing she could find in the way of relief; she took it back to
  bed and fell asleep a second time with its coldness pressed above
  one ear. That sleep was a sinkhole of utter oblivion, in which
  dreams were out of the question because her body had a great deal
  of work to do, and when her eyes opened two hours later, what she
  noticed firstly was that the pain was gone, and secondly, that
  the noise from the street outside was much louder than it ought
  to have been, and thirdly, that it was not actually the noise
  from the streets, but the noise of someone in the sitting room,
  someone moving around, lifting things and putting them down.
  Sitting now, they were: the creak of the leather armchair. One of
  the girls, Catherine thought. Home to kill her for having kept
  them out until six oclock in the morning.


  Hello? Catherine called out, without raising her
  head from the pillow. Hello?


  In response, there was only another sound from the armchair;
  it protested like that when you sat forward. A shifting, now; the
  scrape of something on wood.


  Hello? Catherine called again.
  Whos there?


  The voice shocked her when it came. It was a mans,
  sharp and wary. Hello? it said, and Catherine heard
  again the creak of the armchair; he was standing up.
  Hello?


  Hello! Catherine said, almost shouting, trying
  to push authority, a lack of patience for nonsense, into her
  tone, but her heart was slamming, and she knew she sounded
  scared. She was sitting upright now, and conscious of the fact
  that, apart from her T-shirt, she was naked, and that the guy,
  whoever he was, was walking to the sitting-room door, which was
  directly across from the door to her room. Her mind scanned the
  possibilities; Cillian, Lorraines boyfriend, was already
  gone to London for the summer, and Duffy, their landlord, had a
  nasal whine she would know anywhere.


  Whos there? the voice said, even more
  sharply this time. He was out of the sitting room now; he was in
  the hall.


  Im here! Catherine shouted,
  angry now.


  Whos I? he said, sounding equally
  angry.


  Dont come in, dont come in!
  Catherine shouted, and she knocked the bag of peas to the floor,
  and the little green orbs scattered, and the door handle turned,
  and a head topped with red curls and cowlicks appeared.


  You must be Caroline, was what
  he said, while Catherine sat there, the duvet snatched up around
  her, one naked leg sticking out, and the now-thawed peas having
  spilled onto the carpet below. She stared at him. She stared at
  his hair, and at his face sandblasted with freckles, at the
  amused little twist of his thin-lipped mouth. He was wearing a
  jumper, old-fashioned and patterned in dark greens and greys, and
  faded jeans, and black Docs, shoes rather than boots, the leather
  scuffed and scratched. He was fully in the room now, having
  pushed the door wide open.


  Catherine, she said, in a tone intended to shame
  him  she had worked out who he was by now, she had
  remembered what Amy had said the night before, but still, how
  dare he just let himself in here? How dare he burst into her
  bedroom like this, as though it was still his? It was
  not his; it was not his for another couple of days yet,
  and she was nearly naked, and he was completely out of order, and
  this was something he needed to realize, this was something for
  which he needed to make amends


  But James was not paying Catherine, or Catherines tone,
  the slightest bit of attention. James was looking around the
  room, taking in everything Catherine had done to make it her own:
  her desk, covered now with books and lecture notes and balled-up
  clothes; her CDs, stacked high on the windowsill; the wardrobe,
  decorated now not just with his black-and-white postcards, but
  with things she had put there: a photocopy of a Patrick Kavanagh
  poem she had loved from her Writing Ireland course; a photograph
  of her sister Anna with muck on her T-shirt and a scraggy chain
  of daisies in her hair; a Muriels Wedding poster,
  showing Toni Collette in a shower of coloured confetti; the
  picture from the cover of Beetlebum, showing the guy or
  girl or whichever it was lying passed out on a pile of
  leaves.


  He looked to the peas. Youre getting your
  greens, anyway, Caroline, he said. Thats
  good to see.


  Catherine.


  He glanced at her. Why, what did I call you?


  Caroline.


  Oh, no, he said, shaking his head as though
  appalled. Oh, no. Thats not you at all, at
  all.


  He stepped over towards her, extending a hand.
  Im James. I hope Amy and Lorraine told you I was
  coming.


  Oh, yes, Catherine said, as briskly as though
  they were in a
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