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To Eileen.

‘Well? Shall we go? Yes, let's go.’
(They do not move)
Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot.




July 5, Friday, 3pm.

 

THE DAY MICHAEL died had been the hottest day of the year. That’s what everyone said. The heated breeze cooled slightly however as it skipped along the surface of the reservoir. It continued over the rocks and through the grass, and caused tiny goose bumps to erupt across the five boys’ bare chests.

  They lay on their backs, their bodies forming the shape of a star in the long grass that swayed drowsily above them. T-shirts, rolled into balls, acted as pillows, and raised their eighteen-year-old faces to absorb the warmth of the sun.

  The long, wild grass that had turned almost white from an early spell of May sunshine, formed private bamboo-like walls around the contours of their bodies. This gave each of them a subtle sense of seclusion that was broken only sporadically by someone’s voice. 

  Although they’d only finished their Leaving Certificate exams the previous day, it felt as if weeks had drifted by since all five of them had sat in the exam hall, clothed in stiff, navy blue uniforms, and looked out at a carefree, clear blue sky.

  They drank cold beer, which they cooled in plastic bags placed under the water of the lake. Its surface stretched out like blue and green glass, mirroring the sky and the low Wicklow hills surrounding it. Hidden from view, their talk was of girls, the future and girls of the future. Their veiled presence betrayed only by occasional strings of cigarette smoke that spiralled into the sky. 

  The cooled breeze continued past them and fanned out onto the hot tarmacadam road that led into a sleepy Blessington village. It left them with their contentment, their complacency and a deep primordial knowledge that time was most definitely on their side and they will willingly bask in its abundance, treat it with utter disrespect and squander every precious moment if they saw fit. 

  ‘So why don’t you just ask her out then?’ Charlie asked. 

  ‘I probably will,’ Liam answered. ‘I’ll see how it goes.’ 

  ‘Would you fuck off,’ Nick added, ‘you’ve been saying that for ages.’ 

  ‘You’re all mouth and no action,’ Danny said and cracked open another beer. 

  ‘No, I’m not. I just need to get her at the right time, that’s all.’

  ‘Chicken shit,’ Nick offered. 

  ‘You shut the fuck up,’ Liam shouted back at him.

  ‘Leave him alone, lads,’ Michael said.

  Charlie took a large gulp from his beer and sat up. ‘Just do what I do. Use the five second rule.’

  All sex-starved eyes looked in Charlie’s direction in silent anticipation. When it came to any matter concerning the greatest of mystifying anomalies, the female form, Charlie was without doubt their guru. Their Dalai Lama of the Kama Sutra. 

  Much to the envy of them all, he had lost his virginity at fifteen to an overzealous nineteen-year-old friend of his sister. Like most males who lose their virginity at an early age, a psychological, albeit self-imposed, pressure was shed. He then proceeded to sleep with every non-related member of the opposite sex that showed even the slightest interest in him. 

  So when Charlie spoke of sex, and the prospect that he might reveal some secret law whereby the possibility of their participating in any form of fornication may present itself, they listened. 

  He took another teasing gulp from his beer and spoke with all the annoyance that befits any great master who needs to once again explain the basics to his inexperienced students. 

  ‘Look, when you see a bird you fancy, before you can count to five, just go up and talk to her. If you wait any longer than five seconds, you’ll lose your bottle. Or worse, you’ll end up staring at her, and she’ll think you’re some weirdo stalker.’ 

  They all pondered this nugget of wisdom, thinking of how best it could apply to their own lives. Charlie took another swig from his beer can. Liam opened another packet of crisps. Danny went to say something then decided against it. Michael thought of Lisa Nolan, and Nick took the final drag from his cigarette, right down to the filter and stubbed it out in the grass. 

  It was Liam who finally asked the question the other three wanted to ask. ‘And say what to her?’ 

  Charlie shook his head in erudite disappointment. 

  ‘Ah, how about “hello?” or “how are you?” She’s just a bleedin’ bird, you know.’ 

  ‘Yeah, but what if she tells you to get stuffed?’ Danny asked. 

  Charlie shook his head again.

  ‘Then she’s an utter bitch, isn’t she? Do you really want to go out with an utter bitch?’ 

  This was considered.

  Nick was about to answer, ‘it depends on how big her tits are,’ when Liam interrupted him. 

  ‘Then what’ll I say?’ 

  ‘Any chance of a ride?’ Danny joked, but nobody laughed. 

  ‘You’ll think of something. Just be natural and try not to look at her tits too much.’ 

  Liam raised his eyebrows at the impossibility of this.

  ‘Look,’ Charlie continued, ‘as soon as you think about riding her, you get nervous and you get needy. Have a bit of a laugh with her and don’t be too serious. Girls hate needy blokes. If they’re comfortable talking to you in the pub, a bit of a ride isn’t a million miles away. Just talk to her as if she’s your sister.’

  ‘I would lash the hole off your sister,’ said Liam. A thought he wasn’t aware he was saying aloud. 

  ‘Shut the fuck up,’ Charlie shouted at him. 

  ‘She’s your cousin, you pervert,’ Nick reminded him. 

  ‘I only said I’d ride her. I didn’t say I wanted to have kids with her.’

  The beer was starting to have an effect on Liam. ‘I remember once when we were kids, she was wearing this white dress, and in the sunlight it was almost see-through and you could see…’ 

  ‘Do you want a bleedin’ slap?’ Charlie sat up and yelled at him. 

  ‘I’m just saying.’ 

  ‘Well fuckin’ don’t, right?’ he said and got up and walked down to the lake’s edge to get another beer. He was prepared to relinquish even further pools of seduction secrets, but by the time he had returned, much to his disappointment, their conversation had moved on. 

  ‘Well, it looks weird is all I’m saying,’ said Nick.

  ‘Charlie, what do you think?’ asked Michael.

  ‘About what?’

  ‘About Danny’s gold ring.’

  ‘Yeah, Danny,’ said Charlie, ‘it looks a bit mad.’

  ‘Why did you get it so big?’ Nick asked.

  ‘I told you,’ said Danny, ‘it’s my granny’s ring.’

  ‘Well, it’s fucking huge. It looks like you’re married.’

  ‘You wear it on your left hand if you’re married,’ Danny told him.

  ‘You’ll never get a bird coming near you with that gold thing on your finger,’ Liam said.

  ’Don’t mind them,’ Michael said. ‘Fair play to your granny for leaving it to you. You must have meant a lot to her.’

  As usual Michael’s words dispelled the tension in the group, and they each lay back down and allowed their thoughts to wander. 

  Encouraged by their momentary silence, a large, black and white magpie flew down onto an overhanging branch above them. With his large beak he preened his long shiny feathers and shook his head; his razor-sharp claws keeping him confidently balanced on the branch. He bobbed his head from side to side restlessly with an almost apparent self-awareness of his movements, and looked out towards the reservoir as if admiring the view. 

  The reservoir, for its part, lapped against the bank as if beckoning them to it. During the day, it glistened invitingly, like a spider’s web in the morning dew. The sound from its waves echoed outwards along the country lanes. Their surface sparkled as if scattered with gold coins, caused by the sunlight squeezing through the tiny gaps in the overhanging trees. 

  At night, when masked by the darkness, the reservoir became like a cold opaque heart. The lanes that reached out from it became like black veins, silent under the stars and covered by strangely formed shadows and rustling leaves whispering ancient dark secrets.

  It was then with an almost stoic inevitability that, on Nick’s command, they all rose silently. They followed him obediently out to the tip of the pier, which cut a slit in the water’s surface like a gateway to its depth. The pier was about two hundred metres long. The water surrounding it appeared to grow murkier and more viscous the further out they marched. 

  Each passing moment now would be remembered, relived and retold a hundred thousand times to friends and families and strangers. And then a hundred thousand times more to themselves when alone. Every second analysed over and over in their mind’s eye for eternity. A sacrificial walk where only four of them would make the return journey back along the pier, through the lanes and home to waiting parents and waiting futures. 

  Charlie spoke. Then Liam. Then Danny. The frivolous and innocuous words they used now would later become solemn and prophetic. 

  ‘So who’s it going to be then?’ asked Charlie.

  ‘I can’t swim, and besides I already dared you to do it, Mike,’ said Liam. ‘If you don’t do it, then we’ll all give you the slaps. It’s your choice.’

  ‘I’ll go next after you,’ said Danny.

  ‘Looks like it’s you so, Mike,’ said Nick.

  ‘Why can’t it be you?’ asked Michael.

  ‘I’m wearing my contact lenses. They’re not supposed to get wet.’

  Michael looked down over the edge. The pier had been built with a slight gradient so that the longer it became the higher it went, resulting in the boys standing over ten feet above the water.

  ‘Come on, Mike,’ said Charlie, ever impatient. ‘You’ve been dared. You have to do it.’

  ‘I’m not sure about this,’ said Michael.

  ‘Don’t be such a girl,’ said Nick.

  ‘Just jump for fuck’s sake,’ Liam told him. ‘Stop being a chicken.’

  ‘Will it hurt?’ Michael asked.

  ‘You won’t feel a thing,’ Nick promised him, and Michael took another step forward.

  A lone cloud that had been drifting across the sky, momentarily blocked out the sun’s light and cast a shadow over the pier. The air grew colder and they shivered in its shadow.

  Michael took one last look into the inky swell. He frowned his concerns and half turned to his friends.

  ‘I think that...’ he began, but what Michael thought would never be known. 

  In a gesture that was half aggression borne of impatience, and half playful, Charlie lunged at him and pushed. Caught by surprise and without a sure footing, Michael’s body keeled over. He inhaled sharply as he fell, cutting off any scream or cry for help. 

  Time slowed as his body fell head first through the air and into the welcoming embrace of the lake. His head hit the water first. The iciness shocked him and cut off his breath once again. His body stiffened as it reacted to the freezing water. 

  When he finally managed to haul his head above the surface, he was so disoriented, he swallowed a mouthful of the liquid and his head went back under. 

  The third time he emerged, the yelp of panic he emitted caused an instant alarm in his four friends looking down at him.

  ‘Is he messing?’ Liam asked.

  ‘Why isn’t he swimming?’ asked Danny.

  ‘Mike,’ Nick called out to him.

  The next, and final time that Michael managed to raise his face above the water, he swallowed a lungful of air before something seemed to pull on his leg and drag him under again.

  ‘He’s trapped,’ Nick said.

  ‘The current has him,’ Danny said.

  Nick bent down and started to pull off his shoes.

  ‘What are you doing?’ Charlie asked him.

  ‘We have to try and save him,’ Nick said.

  ‘You’ll get caught up as well,’ Charlie warned him, but it was already too late.

  They could see Michael’s upper torso and his face just below the surface of the water. The ghostly outline of his legs was barely visible in the darkness under him. 

  Michael’s eyes, six inches from the surface, could see the watery outlines of the four motionless boys looking down at him. 

  All panic left him now, and a sense of serenity flowed through him. His fate had been decided and finally accepted. He breathed in the dark water surrounding him, and it poured easily down his throat and seeped into his stomach and lungs.

  It’s unknown how long they stared at Michael’s blue eyes before life faded from them. It certainly wasn’t until the cloud continued on its journey and allowed the sun to shine down on them again.

  It was Danny who spoke first.

  ‘Oh, Jesus Christ,’ he said. ‘Oh sweet Jesus Christ.’

  ‘What are we going to do?’ Liam asked.

  ‘Let’s go get somebody,’ Nick said and turned to run.

  ‘No, wait,’ said Charlie. ‘He jumped in.’

  ‘What?’ asked Nick.

  ‘We say he jumped in.’

  ‘Charlie, it’s not your fault,’ Danny told him.

  Liam’s head dropped, and he began to sob.

  ‘But we say he jumped,’ Charlie said again, breathing heavily. Danny and Nick looked at one another, then at Charlie. Liam had his face covered with his hands.

  ‘Please,’ Charlie pleaded.

  They both nodded. ‘Okay,’ said Nick.

  ‘Okay?’ Charlie asked Danny.

  Danny nodded.

  ‘You have to say it,’ Charlie told him.

  ‘Okay, okay.’

  Charlie walked up to Liam and put his hand on his shoulder. 

  ‘Liam,’ he said, but Liam continued to cry.

  ‘Liam, listen to me,’ he said louder, and slapped him on the back.

  Liam moved his hands away from his face. 

  ‘We’re all going to say he jumped, okay?’ Charlie told him. Liam looked at Charlie through his fingers. 

  ‘Okay, Liam?’ Charlie asked him. ‘He jumped.’

  Liam nodded and then covered his face again and began to cry harder. Only then did Nick turn and race down the pier and did not stop running until he reached Blessington village.



Fifteen Years
Later

July 5, Friday, 3pm.






Nick

THE CLOBBERING SOUND of Alysha Devon’s stiletto pumps coming down the wooden stairs is having such an adverse Pavlovian effect on the warehouse staff’s general tranquility, that I’ve long ago stopped looking forward to her little visitations. It’s not even as if the warehouse staff ever had any great surplus of enthusiasm for their work in the first place. But now that there’s such erotic excitement in anticipation of, during and after her little escapades out of the office, I feel that something is going to have to be said.

  But what’s to be said? And more importantly, to whom? If every rumour is to be believed, and I believe every sordid one of them, she’s bed-hopping from one manager to the next. Last Friday she took a lift from Gary, the sales manager, in his Touareg jeep. On Monday, she arrived in with Tony, the financial director, in his BMW. Poor old Mr. Boylan hasn’t even been seen in the last two days.

  It’s not that I even begrudge them their bouts with the bawdy little gold digger. It’s just that, well, if there’s going to be any screwing the system going on, then I want my fair slice of the screwing. Am I not a manager? Albeit warehouse manager, but a bona fide manager nonetheless. She could at least have started with me. We’ve all had to pay our dues and resentfully work our way up the ladder, so why not her?

  Instead, all I get are these five-minute mickey-teasers of her descending the stairs on some bogus errand, and then climbing the stairs again. Every masculine eye on every feminine curve of her legs; her heels to her sublime calves, to the tender valleys of the back of her knees and all the way up her thighs like a bewitching boulevard to a hidden treasure. If this is her modus operandi for management manipulation and for getting my attention, then why do I have to share my fringe benefits with the rest of the staff down here?

  We all used to laugh at first when little Barry Stephens would run off to the bathroom for ten minutes every time she came down, but now he’s become depleted and even emaciated of late, to be frank about it, I’m becoming quite worried about him. He’s of no use to me whatsoever for the rest of the afternoon. The poor chap’s become somewhat of an addict to her perfect contours. Last week she had a half day, and he was itching and scratching at himself like a junkie.

  Perhaps she sees me as just one step above the likes of them, and barely worth the bother. Sees me for what I am. Or rather, what I could have been but am not. She knows well enough that I have enough clout in this place with the boys upstairs to warrant a nominal amount of respect from her at the very least, and that very little leaves this factory without my input. But she’s seen through all that with the inherent perception that only women possess.

  I’ve been in this place since it opened, and it would undoubtedly struggle to function without me, but still, after, what is it? Eight years... Christ, eight years. After eight years, that’s as high as I’ve risen and am ever going to rise. Sure, they flatter me with public praise and throw me a perfunctory salary raise every now and then, but then I do make their lives run a lot smoother. I open up in the morning and lock up in the evening more times than even the owners do. There used to be twenty of us down here, but after the Celtic tiger emigrated, we’re back down to the same six that we were eight years ago. I do realise the freedom I have, and the level of trust too, but it comes with a price tag. I have my leeway, but only as far as the links in the chain will allow me. I’m fully aware that the end of that chain is bolted securely to the floor of the warehouse, and its length will never increase to allow me beyond the base of the stairs. I am what every smooth running body needs to function at its optimum efficiency – an arsehole. I deal with all the shite and make sure everyone comes out smelling of roses.

  And it took Alysha Devon all of five seconds to realise what it took me eight years to. And I’ve just got to admire her for that. One look up and down at me from those green eyes over the rim of her first cup of coffee that morning, and she had me sussed down to a tee. Guessed my past and predicted my future. He’s not worth riding, she thought. Not even worth a quick hand job in the toilets.

  So this is my worth. A five minute flirtatious tease every afternoon.

  ‘Nick, can I ask you about this?’ she says, conspiratorially, and then leans into me to show me some papers, as if presenting her cleavage to me for inspection, while every other pair of eyes in the place devours her. She says by the way I smoke my cigarette that I look like a young Martin Sheen from Apocalypse Now, when what I feel like is a very old Charlie Sheen.

  ‘You’re such a pet,’ she might add, and then touch my arm. Or chew on her pen. Or squeal with laughter at something I say. Or shake her hair loose with her free hand. And then off she’ll go back up the stairs. The hot summer days making her skirts as short as the nights. Up, up, and away. An angel rising to the heavens. Her heels clobbering on the wooden steps again. Bang. Bang. Bang. That sound like nails being beaten into a coffin. Bang. Bang. Bang. A gavel sentencing me to an eternity in this warehouse below. Bang. Bang. Bang.

  And then the shuffling sound as little Barry Stephens scurries his way out to the toilets again.

 

  After Aoife was gone, one of the things I most dreaded was coming home to a quiet and dark house. Actually, it turned out it didn’t bother me that much. In fact, I quite liked it. We were going out for just under ten years when it happened. Not that I had anything planned for our anniversary to celebrate.

  It’s strange that if I try to visualise her sitting in her favourite reading armchair, as I’ve seen her hundreds of times, that all I can see is an empty chair. Or if I sit and listen and pretend that I can hear the rattle of her keys outside and then the front door opening, as I’ve also heard hundreds of times, all I can hear is silence. But her perfume, her smell, her scents, all these I can smell and even taste in the air; smells that I never even noticed for years, ironically enough.

  People have asked me why I don’t move out of such a big house, but I know what they mean is away from her memory. Away from the past. How do I explain to them that it’s her memory that keeps me here? If I moved to a small apartment then my sense of loss would have nowhere to hide and could quite possibly smother me.

  We’d also been together so long that I never had a chance to hang out with myself, and I’m not so bad a person to live with after all, despite her complaints. She’s been gone for almost a year now, and there’s still lots of her stuff around the place, but I don’t mind.

  They’re right though that the house is too big for just one person, but I’d hate to have to rent out a room. Liam’s mother once walked in on him ‘mid-stroke’ in front of his computer and there was much talk of him finally moving out of his parents’ house. He asked me if he could move in here with me, and to be honest, I wish that I hadn’t just laughed at him. It was around the time that the banks were throwing mortgages at anyone who walked by them on the street, even Liam. But then after many debates, a solution was agreed with all parties in the form of a two euro lock from B&Q for his bedroom door.

  I generally don’t work at the weekends, unless there’s a big order that needs to get out, but there aren’t a lot of them anymore. Not these days. It’s funny how long the weekends are when you’re not going out with anyone. I usually have a few pints with the lads on a Friday night, but then when Saturday morning comes around, it sometimes seems like a desert of time before Monday. I particularly hate bank holiday weekends. My sister thinks I should get a hobby. I thought hobbies were something teenagers did. You spend so long with someone, they sort of become your hobby. We used to argue a lot in the last year. Maybe that was my hobby.

  To be honest, I’m happy enough at this stage to just plod along. Years ago, while in the abyss of possibility that is youth, I’d had other ambitions. I’d even toyed with the thoughts of a journalist’s or a writer’s life. Unfortunately, I spent too much time battling the torments of my own aging life and found little energy to wrangle with that of a writer’s. So I neither wrangled nor wrote, and resigned myself to years of merely aging.

  When I still lived in my parents’ house, over ten years ago, my brother jumped ship and moved to Boston. The house just wasn’t the same after that. Aoife and I tried it out over there ourselves for a couple of years, but eventually life there became as routine as life here. At least here you could get a decent pint, so we came home. It was worse living back with my parents. They had their own kind of shared companionship of silent routine that I felt I was intruding on, so Aoife and I got our own place.

  We used to rent a great apartment near Fitzwilliam Square when we got back from the States, but when we finally decided to buy a place, she wanted somewhere with a garden and near her mother’s, so I guess I’m stuck out in the sticks for the time being.

  My mam and dad had married quite young, then one day, like most couples, romance deserted them and they ran out of things to talk about so they did what most couples do - have children and talk about them, and then talk to other people who have children and like to talk about their kids too. They’d lived and loved once, though. I’ve seen some old black and white photos of a holiday in Galway. Their honeymoon, I think it was. Her in a long white dress that was probably yellow, sitting on a tall black horse that was probably brown, and himself, proudly standing with broad shoulders and smiling with big white teeth; and the dark grey mountains in the background looming benevolently over them. I wonder which he lost first, his teeth or his smile.

  I try to call around to them a few times a week. With my brother living abroad, and never bothering his arse to come home for a visit, and with my sister’s continual doctor and school appointments for her litany of kids (perhaps she should have got herself a hobby), there’s no one else except me to annoy them on a consistent basis. I also like to go by in order to show them that just because Aoife isn’t around anymore, everything is normal, in that I’m still as dismally despondent as everyone else in the world.

  I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be cheering them up or vice versa, but we do our best. They provide me with tea and offer me safe, perfunctory questions, to which I obligingly reciprocate between sips of scalding tea and an occasional custard cream, with customary and soothing answers.

  It’s an innate flaw in all of us. We wish so much for our parents to be omnipotent, and for many years they are. And they, in turn, wish us so much to be irreproachable, and for many more years, so too are we. Then we both realise that we’ve been lied to, that one’s offspring is merely a normally dysfunctional human being like everyone else, and that one’s parents are our exact equivalent, only older and duller. Inevitably we get angry at each other, and spend years in obscure habitual impatience at best, and hysteria at worst. And then finally, acceptance, hopefully sooner rather than later, and a realisation that their infallibility is as fatuous as our own. Only then can we sit, and drink tea, and dunk custard creams, and nod, and lie to each other that we’re okay, and that everything is going to be okay, and that there will, after all, be a satisfactory conclusion to each of our own individual stories.

 

  There’s an eclectic bunch of fellow travellers on the Luas this evening. Must be the heat that has them all out. That’s why it’s always those hot countries like in the Middle East that seem to be constantly at war. The heat just pushes them over the edge. Charlie spent a little bit of time on a kibbutz in Israel about ten years ago. Somewhere in the desert. I don’t think I could stand this heat all the time. Anyway, when he came back he read the first three chapters of Conor Cruise O’Brien’s ‘The Siege’ and ever since thinks himself an analytical expert on the Middle East. We just try to avoid the subject entirely in conversations now.

  He has an amazing apartment in the docklands that must have cost a fortune. I’ve been to a few of his plays so I know for definite he’s lying about his acting paying for that place. I met Richard, his agent, or whoever he says he is, a couple of times. He looks a lot like Stephen Fry or some sort of Oscar Wilde character; only better dressed and even more English looking, but without the wit or charm. Liam told me he saw Charlie in a porno once, but Liam’s seen so many pornos that if he told me he’d seen me in one, I’d believe him. 

  Charlie texted me earlier to say that he was coming in. It’s been a while since we were all out together for a pint. ‘Will b der later Nicolas,’ he wrote. I hate when he calls me Nicolas, but I try not to say it as it only provokes him to use it more often. I don’t think I’ve been called Nicolas by anyone else since Father Jim poured holy water over my head and made me a fully-fledged member of the Catholic Church. I can’t think of any other international organisation with fewer entry requirements and vetting policies than the Vatican; any sort of a pulse and you’re in. Even Facebook demands a certain level of computer skills and an email address before signing you up. However, adding someone as a member before they acquire any say in the matter has to be handed to them as a stroke of genius.

  Naturally, I was baptised Nicolas because like all Nicolases I was born on Christmas Day. One day later, it would have been Stephen. One day earlier, I don’t know, maybe Rudolf. Such banal insipidity by my parents set the stage for my development into a mature member of society. Either way, I’m pretty sure that by the time I had left the church grounds, I was Nick. Choosing a name for your children has to be the most personal and intimate thing you can do for anyone.

  Lately, my mind’s become a little erratic, bouncing from one subject to another like a pinball machine. Danny suggested I try meditation. He’s into all that shite. Self-helping himself with every new book that comes out on the market. He’s obviously looking for an answer to something, but I’m not so sure that he even knows what the question is. If it’s not self-help then it’s some other author that everyone’s heard of but that nobody actually reads – Joyce, Beckett, Martin Amis, Sebastian Barry. He doesn’t do it to impress anybody; I think he does it to impress himself.

  When Danny and his dad were doing the go-karting together, I used to be so jealous of how close they were. They seemed to be hanging out together all the time, and almost every Saturday they’d be off racing in one part of the country or another. You certainly wouldn’t think that looking at them now.

  On a Saturday in my house, my Dad would sit in his armchair all afternoon, its armrests worn to a lighter shade of brown than its back and sides, watching one horse race after another, and studying open newspapers on the coffee table beside him, trying to unearth a positive result from an equation of betting odds, race times and strange horse names such as Peggy’s Paradise, Sting like a Bee, or Rose’s Delight.

  Whether he won or lost, my dad would give a little cough, circle the winner with his chewed pencil and look at the line up for the next race. Whenever I asked him, which was all the time, if he’d won, he’d tap the side of his nose with his forefinger and nod towards the kitchen where my mother would be either cooking a meal or cleaning up after one. I’d nod back smiling, happy in our shared, if misunderstood, secret and he’d give an ambiguous ’ah’, and concentrate harder on his paper.

  Only two stops to Stephen’s Green. I shouldn’t have come out tonight, but I had to. We always get together on this night. Nobody ever mentions why, of course, but all four of us always turn up. 

  I’m not in the mood, but I’m even less in the mood to stay in and start a fresh bottle of Jameson. I’ve only got into whiskey in the last six months. I’d buy a bottle every Sunday evening and it would easily do me for the week. Then one Thursday I went to pour myself a drink and the bottle was empty. This evening would have been my third bottle to open this week. I know I’m on a slippery slope downwards to alcoholism, but so far, I’m enjoying the ride down.

 Charlie

I’M SITTING ON the edge of the bed, and I’m wearing nothing but my Rolex. It says three o’clock, but it doesn’t just say it – it smiles it. It says, ‘the whole world could go to shit at any moment, but I’m telling you, no, I’m guaranteeing you, that at this precise moment it’s three o’clock’. What a beautiful watch. A Daytona Oyster with a white face. Waterproof. Shockproof. Breakable proof. The second hand runs smoothly, doesn’t jump from second to second like the fakes. I love the weight of it hanging from my wrist. I never take it off. Only when I’m at the gym, or the pool. Or when I’m jogging. Quality and style, that’s what you’re paying for. Not that I bought it. It was given to me by one of my regulars. A politician from Cork or Kerry or someplace. She said she was only up in Dublin for the night and didn’t have time to get the cash. I’m a fool for taking it, but she’s a regular, and you’ve got to look after your regulars. I mean, they’re your bread and butter. They say that everyone’s been affected by this recession. And it’s true. Even my business. Having said that, the rich still live in the nice areas and the poor haven’t moved out of their estates, so I don’t see what exactly has changed. They used to say that all ships rise in a booming economy, but I think that’s something the upper classes tell themselves to justify fucking over the working class. I don’t listen to the news, but I’ve certainly seen a slowing down from Irish clients. I reckon my home visits have been cut in half over the last few years. Which is a pity, as I always prefer the home visits to the hotels. Lately, I find myself imagining it’s my house that I’m in, and that the photos on the walls are of my family. What a dickhead I’m becoming for thinking something like that. Thank God for the Germans and the IMF though. Lately I’ve had a lot of Danish business women. Don’t know why. I never ask. It’s not as if they don’t like to talk, though. Christ, do they like to talk. It’s part of the job though. Sometimes I think they’re paying me for my conversational skills as much as my bedroom skills. But I listen when I need to listen, and talk when I need to talk. The Americans generally like a good natter beforehand, but they’re very business-like and focused when it comes to the actual act, which suits me fine as I’ve a job to do, don’t I? There’s nothing worse than someone babbling on while I’m trying to perform. Worse than that, are the screamers. I’ve nothing against a little sexy moan every now and again, but there’s no need for the fog horns. I had this Spanish client a couple of weeks ago, and man did she let loose. Started screaming all this Spanish shit, and the sweat was rolling off me as I’m trying to keep up with her enthusiasm. Someone started knocking on the wall, so I put my hand over her mouth. Her eyes bulged wide and she seemed to get off on this, and it doubled her excitement, and she bit down hard on my hand and then I started screaming. What a fucking nightmare. Literally! She was apologetic afterwards – lo siento, lo siento, she kept saying. Gave me another two hundred euro for my inconvenience. Five years ago, I’d have told Richard to take her off my clients’ list, but not these days. These days, you take what you’re given. Any nationality. Any age. Any size. But he doesn’t usually give me too much from the low end. He knows that I can perform and I won’t let him down, if you pardon the pun. The client always walks away happy. That’s if she can walk away at all. Plus, I don’t do any gay stuff, so my market’s a lot more limited than most of the other guys. 

  ‘Did you just look at your watch, Charlie?’

  Fuck. Rule number one – never look at your watch. Gives the client the impression that there’s somewhere else you’ve got to be, or something else you’ve got to do, or worse, someone else you’ve got to do. Shatters their fantasies. The illusion of exclusivity, as Richard calls it.  

  ‘What? Of course not.’

  Christ, what was her name again? I’m terrible with names.

  ‘But I just saw you looking at your watch.’

  Her cockney accent is always more prominent after the act.

  ‘It’s a Rolex, Berna... Bernie. I always love looking at this watch. It’s a real one. You see the second hand? Well...’

  ‘I don’t doubt it, darling. Presumably a gift from some tart.’

  Shit. This is going to cost me time. And I’ve got to get going.

  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You know I love spending time with you.’

  I jump up onto the bed, and start kissing her neck. She pretends to push me away, and I pretend to struggle. Most women like their little games. Their fantasies. That’s what they pay me for. Sure, I fuck them, and physically they desire me, but that’s only a by-product of what’s going on. I’m their bad boy. Their bit of rough. I give them chivalry and equality. I listen to them. I desire them. I understand them. I can be anything that they want me to be. And all charged by the hour. Or at least I can pretend to be all those things. I’m not a big reader, but I do remember reading in one of those men’s magazines that are always lying around Richard’s office, that even Freud couldn’t figure out what women want.

  ‘Oh, Charlie,’ she moans into my ear.

  Freud should have asked me.

  ‘Again, Charlie, darling. Again.’

  I figured that one out after only a few months in this game.

  ‘Oh, Charlie, Charlie, Charlie.’

  Everything, Herr Freud. Women want everything. And who am I to deny them it?

 

  The lobby of the Westbury is quite busy. I check my Rolex. I’m a bit late but he can wait a few minutes. I nod to the girls at reception, and shake hands with the two porters, Brian and Jim. I know most of the staff in all the nicer hotels and restaurants in the city. Richard makes sure that they all get their little cash bonuses throughout the year. ‘Oiling the wheels,’ as he calls it. Keeps everything running smoothly. They’re not being paid to do anything. Look the other way, that’s all. I’m mad for a coffee now. I always need two or three espressos afterwards, but I never hang around the hotels. I like to go to Carluccio’s in Dawson Street or I’ll walk down to Botticelli’s in Temple Bar if I’m on the north side of the city, which is rare. Either way, I get out of the hotel. A bit like leaving the scene of a crime, but I always need a bit of time to myself afterwards. Every now and again, while I’m walking through the city, I’ll see one of my clients. Perhaps they were a one-timer, or perhaps they’re a regular. Unless they see me, of course, I never acknowledge them, but if they see me and there’s eye contact, I just offer them a quick nod of recognition and move on. They might be with their husbands or their kids, but a lot of times, because of the way I reacted to them, in a real casual way, they’ll be in touch with Richard within a week to book me back in. Most men don’t pay close enough attention to their girlfriends or wives, so they’d never even notice that momentary smile or blush or change in their posture. I always notice. I remind them of a nice time they’ve had, a brief date with physical pleasure. I like to think that just by seeing me, I’ve brightened up their day. Put a pep in their step, as Richard says. Not a lot of people can say that, unless you’re someone like Tom Cruise or the Pope.

  ‘Anything to eat, Charlie?’

  ‘No thanks, Trish. Just the coffee.’

  He’s not here yet. Good. There’s a stool by the window and I take my first espresso and sit there. Someone’s left a newspaper, and I flick through it. I like to look up which celebrity’s birthday it is and hopefully they’re older than me. Then I look out on to the passing crowds of Dawson Street. It helps me to clear my head. Everyone always seems in such a rush to me, even on this hot Friday afternoon. Rushing for a bus, rushing to work, and then rushing home again, even rushing when they’re on their lunch and taking a break from rushing. I’m sure that a few people wonder how I’m able to do what I do, but to be honest, I don’t know how they do what they do. I could never get up early every morning, and certainly not before nine, and then do the same thing with the same people every day. They should all get medals as far as I’m concerned. When I left school, I went to the Gaiety School of Acting for three years. I thought it’d be three years of late mornings, pissing about doing plays at night, lots of cheap drinking and non-stop screwing, and I was right. I managed to get a few jobs after it, and even did a couple of commercials for TV. I was doing loads of auditions for plays, and even films, running all over the country, but a lot of the time they’d pick me based on my looks, but then at the audition I wouldn’t be able to remember the lines. I was never very good at remembering poems or anything like that in school either. I stopped going to auditions about five or six years ago. I don’t suppose now I’ll be what I once thought I would be. But then who is? Young, dumb and full of cum, as Richard says. He hasn’t called me that in ages. Trish puts another espresso down in front of me without me asking. She places her left hand on my shoulder and then slides it down my back, leaning into me, presenting her cleavage to me like two huge cream cakes on offer.

  ‘Fancy anything else?’ she asks.

  I smile. If Richard turns up soon, I could get her back to my place, bang her, and then still meet the lads at Broderick’s for nine. It’s my first free Friday in a while though and I haven’t seen any of them in a couple of months so it’d be good to catch up. She’s a bit of a clinger though. Last time she asked me to go with her to see some movie. I got her out of there quick. Jesus, a movie! Can you imagine? She may just as well have asked me to meet her parents. Best not taking a chance.

  ‘No, thanks, babe,’ I tell her. ‘I’m waiting on someone, and I’m in a bit of a rush today. Meeting the lads tonight. Some other time?’

  She can’t hide her disappointment, but she tries.

  ‘So what’s her name?’

  ‘Who?’

  ‘This girl you’re waiting on.’

  ‘It’s my agent.’

  I still tell everyone that I’m an actor. That helps explain how I pay for everything. They always ask, so what I have I seen you in? Corporate videos, mostly, I say. I have no idea what that means, but it seems to keep them happy.

  ‘Okay, then,’ she says. ‘Another time, perhaps.’

  She gives my back another massage and then leaves. Where is this fucker? It’s not like him to be late. An afternoon Botox session running into overtime, no doubt. I don’t want to be too late for meeting up with the lads. I haven’t seen them in a while, but I try not to miss this date every year. They’re already a cantankerous bunch of fuckers at the best of times, so I don’t want to piss them off for my tardiness as well. Here he comes. It’s in the high-twenties and he’s carrying an umbrella. That is one nice fucking suit though. With my twenty percent, he can afford it. 

  ‘Just a cup of tea for me please, princess,’ Richard calls over to Trish as he comes in. ‘Earl grey if you have it. If not, well never mind.’

  I heard Richard had a pretty rough and tough upbringing. Somewhere in East London, I think. I’m not sure. I’ve never asked, and I never would. Either way, it was from some place that he’d never be able to afford that Oxbridge accent he now sports.

  ‘And Charlie, would you like something?’ he says, pointing his nose at me.

  ‘Oh, that’s okay,’ Trish calls back to him, ‘I know what Charlie likes.’

  ‘I bet you do, my lovely,’ Richard tells her, showing her his polished, and sharpened teeth. ‘I bet you do indeed.’

  Trish acts all coy and shy, and even manages to produce a blush for his amusement. The last time Trish and I spent the night together, or the few hours anyway, she confided in me that she had always fantasised about doing it with three blokes, except it sounded more like a request than a confession.

  ‘Charlie, darling,’ Richard says, turning back to me, ‘how are you?’

  ‘I’m okay, Richard, thanks. You know, getting by.’

  ‘Good,’ he says, but he says it just as I’m finishing my sentence. As if this was going to be his reply no matter what I said.

  ‘And your family?’

  ‘Fine, thanks.’

  ‘Good, good. And your friends?’

  ‘Jesus, Richard. Are we going to go through my fucking address book of how everyone is?’

  ‘It’s very important to have friends, Charlie.’ he says, ignoring me completely. ‘Good friends that is. More important than even family.’

  ‘What’s going on? Richard.’

  ‘Whatever do you mean?’

  ‘I never had you down for much of a family man. Or for having too many close friends for that matter. No disrespect intended.’

  ‘No, no, dear. None taken. I can see why one might have that impression of me.’

  ‘Trust only cash. It’s your only true friend. Isn’t that what you told me?’

  ‘Yes, quite. Which reminds me.’

  He reaches into his jacket pocket, but then leaves his hand there as Trish approaches the table with his tea.

  ‘I brought you an espresso, Charlie,’ she says, all sweetness and charm.

  ‘How awfully delicious and thoughtful of you dear,’ says Richard.

  ‘Anything for Charlie’s agent. We’re all big fans of him.’

  ‘Well, I just hope that he realises how very lucky he is.’

  ‘I doubt it,’ she says. ‘Only ever interested in one thing. Like most men. Present company excepted, of course.’

  ‘Oh, don’t mind me. I know exactly what you mean.’

  ‘Piss off, Trish,’ I tell her.

  ‘See what I mean?’ she says and makes a face at me, before shuffling off.

  ‘What an absolutely ravishing and charming girl,’ Richard says, making sure that she hears him as she walks away.

  It produces the desired result, and she throws him back a smile over her shoulder.

  ‘And what an absolutely cock straightening arse she has as well,’ he says to me, and removes his hand from his jacket. He places the envelope in front of me. I lift it as he pours his tea.

  ‘You know what she said to me last time, just before we fucked?’ I ask him as he sips his tea. ‘“Go on, Charlie. Lash me out of it”.’

  Richard spits out his tea, and almost breaks the cup as he places it back down on the saucer. A couple of people look over, including Trish, and I can’t help but smile myself.

  ‘Apologies,’ he calls to her. ‘It’s still a little hot.’

  ‘It’s a bit light, isn’t it?’ I ask him, holding open the envelope.

  He doesn’t answer as he pours himself another cup of tea, fully composed again. He raises the cup to his lips and slurps noisily.

  ‘Don’t you think I earn my twenty percent, then?’ he asks.

  ‘Of course, you do. It’s just…’

  ‘Just what?’

  ‘It’s just not what it used to be,’ I tell him.

  ‘Nothing is as it used to be, Charlie. It’s all ephemeral, I’m afraid.’

  ‘It’s all what?’

  ‘It happens to us all, Charlie.’

  ‘What does?’

  ‘The changing of seasons. Starting a new chapter, and various other such metaphors. Not just for you. For both us.’

  ‘Are you saying I’m getting old?’

  ‘Old?’ he laughs. ’No, dear. I’m getting old. You...’ he pauses, ‘you are merely over-ripening.’

  ‘Don’t be crazy. I’m fitter than I’ve ever been in my life. I spend two hours a day in the gym. This,’ I tell him, holding up the envelope, ‘this is just because of the recession. Things have taken a downturn for everyone.’

  ‘Have they?’ he asks, taking out a silver cigarette case and lighter from his pocket.

  ‘You know you can’t smoke here, don’t you?’ I tell him.

  ‘Yes, yes of course. Their mere presence gives me comfort.’

  Delicately with the tips of his fingers, he turns the lighter over and over on the cigarette case, and I think he’s gone into a slight trance, when, without looking at me, he asks, ‘do you remember when I first approached you, Charlie?’

  ‘Of course.’

  ‘You thought that I was just a dirty old man trying to come on to you.’

  ‘Well, I was half right, anyway.’

  ‘Yes,’ he laughs, ‘I suppose you were. We spoke for a while. I thought you were the perfect candidate.’

  ‘Thank you.’

  He stops turning the cigarette lighter, and looks at me almost sternly.

  ‘That wasn’t a compliment, Charlie.’

  I look into his English blue eyes. They somehow don’t seem to be as sparkling as I remember.

  ‘You know something I never told you,’ he continues, looking away from me again. ‘After you gave me your number, I almost threw it away. But avarice and a certain amount of affection got the better of me, and the Lord knows only too well how weak my flesh is.’

  ‘Are you trying to get more than twenty percent from me?’ I ask him. ‘Is that what this is all about?’

  ‘Oh Charlie, don’t be so asinine,’ he says and puts the lighter down. ‘Of course not. I wish to make amends.’

  He reaches into his inside jacket pocket again, and pulls out another envelope.

  ‘There,’ he says, sliding the envelope over to me.

  It’s a lot thicker than the first one, and I open it slightly. Inside are several thousand Euro, stacked in bundles of fifties.

  ‘You’re firing me?’ I ask.

  ‘I’m not in the business of giving redundancies, Charlie, but you can tell yourself whatever you wish. Consider it a parting gift, if you like, but the truth is that it’s your money.’

  ‘I don’t understand.’

  ‘It’s every penny of commission that I’ve ever earned from you.’

  I look into the envelope again and whistle for effect. ‘That sure is a lot of fucking, Richard.’

  He laughs. ‘A lot of satisfied customers.’

  I place the envelope back on the table.

  ‘And what if I don’t want it?’

  ‘Then you’re a bigger fool than me, boy,’ he says in suppressed anger. ‘But we all have to live with the consequences of our decisions. So too will you.’

  I look inside the envelope again. He leans into me and puts his hand on my knee. ‘The recession has changed things, you’re right. But not in the way you imagine. I have young bucks contacting me on an almost daily basis. They all want a start. I can’t keep up. There’s a legion of talent out there who’d rather choose this business than emigration, even if they tell themselves that it’ll only be for a few months.’

  He pours some hot tea into his cup, but doesn’t drink it.

  ‘The way I see it, Charlie, you have two choices. You can change your image and upgrade, which means investing in a few nice suits, trim off some of those golden locks of yours, even dye it to a more sophisticated colour. Some elocution lessons, a bit of serious reading. Learning a little more subtlety, or even grace. Begin escorting and entertaining the ladies, rather than just banging them in the hotel lift.’

  ‘And buy an umbrella?’ I suggest.

  He laughs.

  ‘You could also take the cash. Walk away.’

  ‘Into the sunset?’ I say.

  ‘If you like. There’s enough in that envelope to choose any sunset you’d like in the world. Take that waitress out on a proper date?’

  I sneer at this.

  ‘When was the last time you were on an actual date?’ he asks. ‘Today, it might seem somewhat implausible but believe me, soon it will be impossible.’

  I look down subconsciously at the envelope.

  ‘Why me?’ I ask. ‘I can’t see you offering this to all your employees.’

  ‘I don’t.’

  ‘So?’

  ‘I don’t know, to be perfectly honest. Perhaps you’re just one of the nice guys, Charlie, and I’d like to see you keep some of that whatever it is you have, before it’s too late, and you end up like... well, someone you’d rather not be.’

  He gets up off the chair slowly, as if he’s aged ten years in the last ten minutes.

  ‘You okay, Richard?’

  He sighs.

  ‘I’m going away for a few days. Back to England.’

  ‘A royal summoning?’ I ask.

  ‘No. To bury my father, I’m afraid.’

  ‘I’m sorry, Richard. I didn’t know.’

  ‘How would you know? How would anyone know?’

  He picks up his umbrella.

  ‘I see you’re packed already,’ I say nodding to the umbrella.

  He smiles.

  ‘Goodbye, Charlie,’ he says and holds out his hand.

  I pick up the envelope and place it into his outstretched hand.

  ‘How much reading are we actually talking about?’ I ask.

  ‘No, Charlie.’

  ‘Just one thing though,’ I tell him. ‘I’m not touching my hair.’

  He closes his fist around the envelope, and then places it back inside his jacket pocket.

  ‘So you are a fool, then,’ he says.

  ‘Possibly,’ I say. ‘But then I’m learning from an expert.’

 Danny

‘YOUR DA WANTS YEH,’ Tony Tiernan calls out to me as he walks by.

  The spanner slips off the bolt and out of my hand, although you can barely hear it hit the ground because of the music blaring over the workshop speakers. Hit FM 106. From morning to night that’s all they play. I’ve spoken to my dad about it, but he just says it keeps the lads happy and working, and that’s the most important thing. Of course it is.

  I usually wear small headphones during the day and listen to audiobooks on my iPhone. I know that it separates me from the rest of the lads, and I know sometimes they slag me behind my back, and even in front of me, but I can’t hear them because I have my headphones in and the radio’s blaring.

  I like to listen to contemporary novelists mostly; Martin Amis, Sebastian Faulks, Colm Toibin, Sebastian Barry. I also have a myriad of books from the self-help genre, but I prefer to read them rather than get them on audio. Brian Tracy, Tony Robbins, Robin Sharma, Wayne Dyer and a hundred more. My favourite book is The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho. It’s an allegorical novel about one’s journey through life in search of a personal treasure, and that’s what I believe we’re on, and that when we want something, all the universe will conspire in helping us to achieve it. At the moment, I’m listening to Stephen Fry’s memoir. It’s actually the second time I’ve listened to it. I love the intricacies of his flamboyant career, and he has such a serene and mellifluous voice that I sometimes…

  ‘For fuck’s sake, Danny. Your da’s fuckin’ waitin’ for yeh,’ Tony bellows at me again, and then returns to singing every third word from some banal song playing over the speakers. He sounds like a lobotomised gorilla that they’ve shaved and taught the rudimentaries of the English language. His big bald head and a six inch scar across the top confirms this. Girl... be... night... foreverrrrr…

  All the lads have great respect for my dad. It’s not just because he owns the place, he’s kind of one of those man’s man. If Shay says jump to any of them, they jump. One would think the fact that I’m his offspring would have some sort of positive bearing on their overall attitude towards me. It doesn’t. I believe it has quite the contrary effect. It’s as if they’re jealous that I’m his son and they’re not. I wish I didn’t feel that he sometimes endorses their sentiments.

  When he was a mechanic for the Formula One driver Nigel Mansell in the eighties, he was like a celebrity on our road. Flying off every few weeks. That was pre-Celtic Tiger, of course. A weekend away in Blackpool would have been considered alluring. I was only six or seven then, but I do remember him coming home from Rio de Janeiro, or Monaco, or even Australia, and he’d arrive laden down with gifts from wherever he’d been, and everyone would come round, all the neighbours and aunts and uncles, and I’d think he was just the biggest man in the whole wide world. He’d only actually stay in the house with us for an evening or two, usually to get over his jet lag, then he’d be down in the local, buying everyone drinks, and regaling them with stories of life in the fast lane. Then he’d be gone again. It’s no wonder I’m an only child.

  Everyone used to tell me what a great man he was, and that I must be so proud. Up until I was about ten years old I only had their word for it, as he was never around that much to prove it to me. They told me about the great sacrifices he was making for me and my mother by having to be away for so long, but when he eventually did come home to stay, he still wouldn’t be around much.

  ‘Nigel said he wouldn’t go to Ferrari without his best mechanic,’ is one of his favourite quotes. Everyone always nods respectfully at that one. But the thing is, and everyone fails to bring it up, Mansell did go to Ferrari, and my dad came back to Dublin. He set up this garage, Plunket Motors, and then rode the wave of the Celtic Tiger until he now has a football team of mechanics working for him. Since the recession hit, though, about half of them have very little to do all day. I said it to him at home a hundred times. He needs to start getting rid of the extra weight or we’re all going to go down. ‘I’ve never laid off one member of staff in all my years,’ is another one of his favourites, which is all very well, except that I know he’s pumping all his savings into this place just to stay afloat. That’s his retirement money, and my mother’s.

  Christ, how many times I’ve dreamt of leaving this place. It was only with my mother’s urging that I even started here in the first place. And it’s still because of her insistence that I’m here today.

  ‘Keep an eye on him,’ she always says to me. ‘Don’t let him get too far ahead of himself.’

  ‘I won’t, Mam,’ I promise her. ‘I’ll make sure he does okay.’

  Only problem is that keeping an eye on him not getting too ahead of himself has held me back so much.

  ‘Come on in and sit down, son,’ he starts. ‘We need to talk.’

  Son? Talk? Christ. It’s worse than I thought.

  An exorbitant painting of a prodigiously mustachioed Nigel Mansell looms above and behind him like some sort of gay Orwellian deity. His whole office is a gallery of photographs of himself with various eminent dignitaries in the world of Formula One. At least eminent two decades ago; shaking hands with a very young Bernie Ecclestone; his arm around a very sober looking Ayrton Senna; drinking a coke with a very French looking Alain Prost. And his most revered, non-Mansell photo, of himself standing beside Enzo Ferrari.

  Perhaps I’m not being fair, as there are also a few photos of yours truly. After his retirement from Formula One, he bought me (or us) a go-cart for my eleventh birthday. I’d asked for a computer, but never mind. He proceeded to drive me from one rain soaked weekend event to the next. I tried my hardest, honestly I did, to appease his insatiable appetite for me to be the winner at the end of every race. This conflicted somewhat with my own appetite to simply being alive at the end of every race.

  His encouragement was relentless and incessant, as too were my crashes. We had a couple of victories, of which photographic evidence is displayed on his wall. Sure, you have to actually close the office door to see them but they’re there nonetheless. Unfortunately, my isolated victories, in spite of all expert predictions, only helped to prolong the inevitable.

  It was blatantly obvious to all, except my father, that I would never be the next Nigel Mansell. I lacked many things to reach this goal. Desire being the most personal, and talent being the most public.

  I particularly like the photo of us together back when I was thirteen, and it hadn’t rained all day, and there was a promise of some sun, nor had I crashed, and I almost look happy, and he almost looks proud. I don’t think there are any photos of just the two of us after that day. Certainly not in here anyway. It was at the next race, or the one after, that I had my accident. I was helicoptered to the hospital. The full works.

  Not much chance of him surviving, they told my parents at first. Very unlikely he’ll ever walk again, they said after that. He’ll need crutches for the rest of his life, was their next prophecy. He’ll have a permanent limp for the rest of his life. Well, that one they got right. 

  They told me that the best recuperation exercise was to swim, so I got special permission to join the Olympian hopefuls at five am every morning in their National Aquatic Centre. Five days a week I swam up and down, up and down for two hours straight. Funny thing is, I was approached to join the Paralympics team, but I said no. Thinking back, I regret saying no to them more than even having my crash. Anyway, after eighteen operations and five years of physiotherapy, here I am. The walking dead. My mother almost left my dad over it. Either way, I never raced again.

  I still get quite severe pain and my limp gets more prominent whenever the weather turns cold, but it’s been so long now, I can’t imagine not limping. College was never on the cards after that, so I was lucky to get an apprenticeship with my dad in the garage. That’s what everyone told me anyway. Lucky, lucky, lucky.

  ‘I’m going to take your advice, Danny,’ he says.

  I sit down in front of him. This is definitely worse than I thought.

  He’s talking, but I’m only catching every third or fourth word that comes out of his mouth. They’re not even words. They’re catch phrases; downsizing… current economic climate... moving forward... cost containment. Wait a second, these are my catch phrases. This is my speech being volleyed back over the table at me. I want to scream ‘STOP’ at him, but it’s a torrent of aces, and I feel defenceless and unprepared for this attack.

  ‘You... you... you’re...’ is all that I can manage. He pauses briefly, somewhat confused by my interruption, as if I’ve made him lose his place, and then remembering, merely uses it as an opportunity to catch his breath before continuing on with his lugubrious lecture. It’s obvious he’s been practising this rant in his head, and that nothing will stop him from staying the course. I feel trapped, tied to the chair. I look away from him and above his head. Even Nigel Mansell’s rambunctious eyebrows and moustache seem more glowering than normal, as if he’s taken on a parental role, and both he and my father have been discussing this matter for some time. I lower my eyes, and I look at my dad. He isn’t even looking at me.

  ‘You’re... firing me?’ I ask.

  ‘What?’

  He’s confused again by this unscheduled interruption. Obviously, he hadn’t factored in any forced gaps in his monologue.

  ‘No, no, no,’ he protests. ‘It’s not like that.’

  ‘You’re not firing me?’

  He sighs. A sigh from deep, deep down. ‘Look, Danny. The way I see it...’ and he’s off again.

  The way he sees it?

  ‘What about money?’ I ask.

  ‘Money?’ He smiles. Finally a question that he’s already thought of an answer to. ‘I’ll sort you out for a few bob, don’t worry about that. You’re not going to starve. You don’t pay anything for living with your mother and me anyway. I’ll make sure you get enough of an allowance...’

  ‘An allowance?’ I ask. ‘You mean like pocket money?’

  ‘You don’t need that much,’ he informs me. ‘You’ve very few expenses in your life.’

  Was that supposed to be an accusation?

  I stand up out of the chair, and turn away. He seems unaware that I’m leaving because he’s still talking. I hear the words, ‘your car,’ and turn back to face him.

  ‘My car? What about my car?’

  ‘I’m merely saying that there’s simply no need for you to have such an extravagant car. The running costs alone must be astronomical.’

  ‘I bought that car myself.’

  ‘That may be so, but...’

  ‘But what?’

  ‘Well, it sets a bad example for the rest of the staff, Danny. Don’t you think?’

  ‘But I’m not a member of staff anymore. Am I?’

  ‘Now, Danny. There’s no need to be like that. Times have changed for all of us. You’d easily get about ten grand for it.’

  ‘Sell it? Sell my car?’

  ‘Ah, Jesus Christ, Danny. Would you ever grow up? I’m in an awkward position here. If I’m to start letting fellas go, do you not see that I’ve to let you go first? Does that not make sense to you?’

  I just stand there, looking down at him. He looks older than I’ve ever seen him. Ashen faced and even a little vulnerable.

  ‘I’m taking your advice, Danny,’ he says, as if I’m supposed to be flattered.

  ‘Advice that I’ve been giving you for over a year.’

  ‘Yes, and you were right,’ he says, ‘I’m going to start letting fellas go.’

  ‘I didn’t mean for you to start with me,’ I tell him. ‘How about starting with Dave and Joe, who’ve both been sitting up in the canteen scratching their arses for the last two hours?’

  He thinks about this. ‘No. Once they all see you’ve gone, it’ll be a lot easier after that.’

  ‘Easier for who?’ I ask. ‘You?’

  ‘It’ll only be temporary, Danny.’

  ‘And then what? After most of the lads are gone, I come back to work with the remaining few. That’ll go down well.’

  ‘Well then, you might find something else in the meantime,’ he suggests.

  ‘And what work exactly is a thirty-three-year-old cripple with no qualifications going to find during a recession.’

  ‘That’s hardly my fault, is it?’

  ‘What? That I’ve no qualifications or that I’m a cripple?’

  He looks away from me. ‘Perhaps it’s time to start fending for yourself then. Move in with that American girl of yours. God knows, we’ve done more than enough for you over the years. And you’ve very little to show for it, I might add.’

  ‘I’ve plenty to show for listening to you, Dad. I’ve a leg full of metal, and now I’ve no fucking job. Thanks,’ I almost spit at him. ‘Thanks a lot.’

  ‘Now you listen to me...’ he says and stands up, but I’ve already got the door open, and I’m not stopping this time.

  A few of the mechanics turn around and look at me. I can see a smirk on one or two of their faces, but I head for the changing room. I can’t hear my dad coming after me, and can’t decide if this makes me happy or sad.

  I change out of my overalls, and I’m out into the sunlight. I won’t be coming back, but there’s absolutely nothing for me to collect or pack. After over ten years in this place, that says a lot about my job here. I can’t help but feel a sense of freedom.

  My metallic blue BMW is shining in its usual spot, waiting patiently for me like a faithful dog. I beep the alarm off, and open the door. The heat from inside attacks me so I open up all the windows. I’ll drive to the pub to meet the lads tonight. I’ll only have one drink. I can feel the heat of the leather through my clothes. I put on my sunglasses and they’re hot against my skin. Then I could hang around and wait for Ruby. Give her a lift home. Spend the night at her place.

  I put the key in the ignition. Radio Nova comes on. Bruce Springsteen. No better man. What if I did move in with Ruby? We’ve been together a couple of years. Perhaps it’s time. God knows, I’m mad about her, and I’ll never find anyone like her again.

  My phone beeps in a text. Speak of the devil. ‘Hey hun, you coming to Broderick’s later? I’m working. Would like to talk...’ I text back – ‘See you soon, babe x’.

  I put the car into gear, and ease out of the parking spot. The main road is quiet for a Friday afternoon. I slow down to check the traffic, but don’t stop, and then I floor it. The engine roars so loudly that I have to higher up Bruce on the radio, as I tear up the road and away from the garage.

 

  Broderick’s is busier than normal for a Friday night. I wanted a chance to tell Ruby about my new found freedom, but she’s too dedicated to her job. Can’t even take five minutes for a chat outside. Now that she’s gone back to work, the thoughts of spending the rest of the night with Charlie and Liam is depressing. But we always come out on this night every year. I hope Nick turns up soon. 

  ‘How the fuck did they let you in here looking like that?’ Charlie asks Liam.

  ‘What’s wrong with me?’

  ‘You look like you’re ready to crawl into bed,’ Charlie tells him.

  ‘He looks more like he just crawled out of bed,’ I say.

  ‘I wouldn’t mind crawling into bed with some of the sluts in here,’ Liam says, shoving his hand into his tracksuit pocket and looking around him.

  ‘You’ve got bigger titties than most of them,’ Charlie says and reaches over and squeezes Liam’s man boobs under his white T-shirt.

  ‘Fuck off,’ Liam screams at him, knocking his hand away.

  ‘What are you drinking, Danny?’ Charlie asks me.

  ‘Heineken shandy. I’m driving.’

  ‘I’ll have a gin and tonic,’ Liam says. ‘A double.’

  ‘A shandy and a G and T? You can buy your own drinks, ladies,’ Charlie says, and takes his drink off the bar and walks away.

  Ruby is behind the bar now. She’s a great worker. It’s a bit weird, but I find it a real turn-on to see a girl working hard. But there’s very little about Ruby that doesn’t turn me on. Apart from her looks, of course, I’m crazy about her accent. She says she prefers the East Coast accent but to be honest, I can’t tell the difference. A lot of people are surprised when she tells them she’s Californian. She said that one of the reasons she agreed to go out on a date with me was because I never said to her, ‘wow you don’t look Californian’. In fairness though, I don’t know what a Californian is supposed to look like.

  I think Ricky can be a little too tactile when they’re working together. He’s forever touching her waist or rubbing off her as he squeezes by. It freaks me out, but when I mentioned it to Ruby, she went ballistic and accused me of being possessive and immature. I was actually excited coming in tonight to tell her my news, but looking at her now, I feel more nervous than anything else. What if she sees me losing my job not as the opportunity that I see it as? What if she sees it as, well, me losing my job?

  She has suggested before that I move in with her. She thinks I haven’t taken her up on it because, as she says, ‘You’re a bit of a Mama’s boy’. Actually, it’s because there’s no parking where she lives, and there’s not a chance that I’m parking on the street. It’s just not worth the risk of my car getting keyed. She’s not a great cook either, that’s another thing. I can’t live on noodles and toast forever. I once spent an entire weekend at her place and we barely ate anything. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she kept telling me, ‘there are calories in beer.’

  Her visa’s almost expired and she’s talking about going back to the States for a visit and renewing it there. She wants me to go with her, meet her family, and take a little holiday in San Francisco or Vegas. She’s hinted that if I liked it enough, I could stay over there for a while, but I’m a bit of a home bird. The town she’s from, Santa Barbara, looks nice. I Googled some images of it. The American Riviera, they call it. Now that I’ve lost my job, though, it’s not the best time to think about moving abroad. Best to stay here and to try and get some cash behind us. We’d need at least ten grand to get us started over there. And where am I going to get that sort of cash now?

  I don’t think I’ve ever seen this place so busy on a Friday. Ruby’s under a bit of pressure tonight. She looks a little pale, but maybe she’s not wearing any makeup. Where’s Charlie gone? I can’t stand here looking at Ricky rubbing off Ruby all night. I bet anything he’s had his teeth whitened, the big smiley head on him. There’s no way his hair is naturally still that dark either. He must be in his forties at least. If I owned this place there’s no way I’d be working here all night. Get a couple of staff in. The amount of cash coming in here, he could well afford it.

  ‘Hey, Danny.’

  I look up and see a hand floating in front of my face. I raise my eyes above it and am almost blinded by the incandescent white teeth of its owner. I take the hand loosely and it’s shaken about like the tail of an overexcited dog.

  ‘Hey, Ricky,’ I say. He takes his hand away and offers it to Liam, who grabs hold of it with an enthusiasm normally only reserved for food.

  ‘Liam, my man,’ he says, ‘how’s it going, bro?’

  ‘Not too bad, dude,’ he replies.

  ‘How about a couple of drinks for you two?’

  ‘Sure, Ricky,’ Liam yelps back.

  We order and he walks away, shooting us with a departing thumbs up sign. Liam returns the sign to him. I look at Liam.

  ‘What’d I do now?’ he asks, but I say nothing.

 Ruby

THE FINAL MINUTE before three pm seems interminable. At last, three numbers switch simultaneously on the clock, and then a moment’s pause before it screams out and physically bounces along the bedside table. It’s louder than I expected. I shut it up with a slap from my hand. I’ve been patiently watching its numbers turn since getting home early this morning. Begging, no, imploring sleep to overtake me. Watching and waiting. Minutes stoically passing. Apathetic hours dwindling by. Suddenly, I’m tired. Goddamn it.

  The room is hot. I can’t remember it ever being this hot in Ireland. It’s outrageous. Baking hot sunshine here is like heavy rain at home in California. It’s like it’s inappropriate or something. Irish people going around like recently awakened coma patients. Happy, but not quite sure what to do or what to wear. Danny will be bugging me later for still being in bed this late. Let him work till four am and then see how bright eyed and bushy tailed he is the next morning. Where the fuck is my phone anyway?

  I look around the room. It’s in shit. I don’t know why this surprises me, my room’s always in shit. I haven’t been to the laundromat in over a month. I stare down at my bare breasts and run my fingers over my flat stomach, and then puff it out as far as it will go. Not much. Have my breasts grown since last night? An ascending wave of panic trickles down from my chest and through my body until I’m so consumed by it that I sit upright in the bed. I try to catch my breath in the clammy air, and I pull my knees up to my chest. I breathe deeply several times until I start to relax.

  Come on, Ruby. This isn’t like you, girl. I peer up over my knees. The heat and sunlight are trying to squeeze their way past the drapes, like one of those giant Hollywood movie lights. I need a cigarette. Jesus. I can’t smoke any more. Apart from everything else, my day is starting off without any form of a hangover whatsoever, which is practically a first for me since, I don’t know, maybe twelfth grade in high school. Danny jokes that staying on in Dublin had nothing to do with him. That it’s actually one of only a few places in the world where my heavy drinking habits would go unnoticed. Unnoticed? It’s practically encouraged.

  Sure, there are other countries, mainly in Eastern Europe, that drink more liters per capita, but none that has it as a national pastime, an almost rite of passage and so intrinsically embedded into its society, as it is here. It’s the biology of their souls. The etymology of the very word – Ireland. It’s not even a cliché here as it is back in the States. I think that secretly they’re proud of it. They consume vast quantities of alcohol and they’re amiable to foreigners – it’s a fact. Sometimes they’re not so friendly to each other, though. They seem to suffer from a sort of indigenous xenophobia. Not in a violent way, necessarily, but more with a distrustful attitude. A natural tendency or bias toward suspicion.

  I first met Danny in a pub. In fact most of the people I know today stem from one pub experience or another. I got offered my first job in a pub. Christ, even when I first met Danny’s parents in their home, the first thing his father asked me was, ‘will you have a drink?’ When I replied, ‘one of those would be great,’ and nodded to the glass of whiskey in his hand, he smiled approvingly. There was almost this palpable sigh of relief from the rest of his family members.

  I can’t imagine anything other than an acrimonious or frosty reception at best, next time I stop by their home. That’s if they’ll even grant me the privilege of another visit. I’m not so sure, though, that I can do this on my own. Not without Danny. I fucked up. But we can learn and grow from this, can’t we? Perhaps I’m asking too much? Of course I’m asking too much.

  I remember when I first met Danny. He was such a shy kid. I mean, he wasn’t young or immature or anything like that. If anything, I was the kid. He’s seven years older than me, but it was me who had to do the chasing. All the time pretending that he was taking the lead. He didn’t even try to kiss me until our third date. As for sex, I practically had to drag him into the bedroom and pull his shirt off. And he was so sweet. So loving.

  I could tell that his buddies Nick, Charlie and Liam had their designs on me, but there was something different about Danny. An incorruptibility about him. And yet a sweetness too. And when I chose to sit with him that night, he was like a little puppy dog with a new treat. He talked and talked, and I just listened to him, and looked into those big, chocolate, brown eyes of his. And not once did he glance at my breasts. He didn’t even try to sneak a peek when I crossed my legs in front of him.

  When we were saying goodnight, I asked him to close his eyes, which he did, and then I asked him what color my eyes were. He told me that they were emerald green, but that when I laughed, and the light shone directly into them, they turned a golden amber. I’ve been fed more lines than a Shakespearean actor in my time, but the way he said it rocked. It wasn’t the usual BS I get every weekend. Well, I almost jumped into his arms. But I didn’t, of course. I kissed him on the cheek and handed him my number. The fool even texted me an hour later about what a great night he had. But that’s what I’ve always loved about him – no games. Such a rare quality in any man. Practically impossible to find it in an American one these days. I think I’m his first real love. I’m not saying that he’s my first, but I can’t help but be crazy about him. Nothing makes me happier than when he texts me and asks me if he can come over. No assumptions. No possessiveness.

  This is going to hurt him, and he’s going to have to man up a bit. Take one on the chin. The thing is, I’m not so sure he can take it. It’s gonna kill me to see those big puppy brown eyes of his so sad. Maybe he’ll surprise me. A girl can always live in hope. Can’t she?

  I squeeze my boobs again. One in each hand. Christ, they’ve definitely grown.

  I lean onto my side and stand up, but I do it all too fast and my head spins. Oh, God. I need the bathroom. 

  Ugggghhhhhh.

  Christ, that was a sore one. Am I supposed to be vomiting this early? I haven’t even eaten anything today. It’s most likely just my body reacting to an uncommon twenty-four hour sobriety spell. I don’t think I’ve ever knelt in front of the toilet before for a non-alcohol related illness.

  I should call home. Mom is going to fucking freak out. I know exactly what she’ll say, and what she’ll want me to do. But that’s not a decision I’m prepared to make yet. I need to talk to Danny first. I can handle my dad. He’ll be disappointed in me, but won’t actually say anything. As for any support, Mom will make sure he’s toeing the family line. Which means her fucking line. He’ll throw a couple thou into my checking account, as he’s already done a few times.

  Christ. What sort of financial implications is this going to have? Can I even afford it? I can’t manage it on a bartender’s salary, that’s for goddamn sure. And what if I do have to do it all on my own? How will I cope? I’ve no family here. Shit. I’m starting to sound like my Mom…

  Aaaaagggghhhhh. Oh, Jesus, God. Maybe I should go home. That is if they’ll have me back.

  If I could just stop vomiting and crying for five minutes. I just need some time to think. I’ll tell Danny first. Depending on how he reacts will determine what I’ve got to do next. Depending on how he reacts? That hardly sounds like the warring feminist I was known for in college.

  If my college girlfriends could see me now; half naked, and sitting on the bathroom floor, tear tracks all down my face, the smell of vomit on my breath. Actually, that’s not too far from those days as well.

  No, I won’t go home. I’ll be on my own. I’m not so sure I have the patience though. I can just about keep myself on the straight and narrow. But then where do I go? I can’t stay in this apartment. When one of my friends went on vacation last summer for three weeks, I hid her cat in my apartment. I don’t think I could hide a baby.

  A baby? I think that’s the first time I actually thought the word. A baby. A little boy? A little girl? Mine. My little boy. My little girl. Oh my God, this is real. A little person growing inside of me. A little person who I’m responsible for. Who needs me. Needs me to step up to the plate. Danny can afford to have morals and everyone can have their fucking opinion. I can’t.

  Maybe I can do this. Be a mother? Be a good mother. Me. A mother. My mother a grandmother? She’ll freak out.

  Oh, God. I wish that I could just stop crying…

  Yaaaaaaaahhhh.

 

  The closer I get to downtown, the more nauseating the smell of vomit is. Every couple of blocks I confront someone’s afternoon’s discharge on the sidewalk. I pause to barf, but only dry retch, and lean against a bus stop until the sensation has passed. Passers-by are quick to judge, and throw me their ‘holier than thou’ glances. I’m so glad I’ve moved out of the Temple Bar area. It’ll be a minefield of puke puddles tonight, if it isn’t already.

  When Ricky offered me that job in Broderick’s, I almost jumped over the bar at him right there and then. It’s further out on the south side, so it gets mostly an indigenous crowd. Not that I’m xenophobic in any way, how could I be? Everyone still gets pretty much bombed, but it isn’t as sloppy. Tonight is an exception though. The Irish can handle their drink. What they can’t handle is the sun.

  You gotta pace yourself in this weather. Drink plenty of water, otherwise you dehydrate, and the alcohol is like a fucking mini twister in your head. They should put, like, a government health announcement on the TV or something. And while they’re at it, how about a few fashion tips on how to dress for the sun. They’re so used to wearing dark colors throughout the year that it’s like they’re color blind when the sun comes out.

  I know Ricky was a little wasted that night he asked me to come work for him at his bar, and I know he was attracted to me and all, and perhaps I did even lead him on a little, but I was getting desperate to get out of that place. The two brothers who run it are a couple of jerks, and I was going to leave anyway, but I guess I’m the type of girl who likes to have a firm grip on one branch before she lets go of the other.

  Danny usually drops by on a Friday to say hi. Sometimes he’ll have his boys with him. Nick is his closest friend, and he seems to be coming out of his shell a bit more lately. I miss Aoife. She was good for Nick. They were both set in their ways, like an old married couple, but they were good together. I know plenty of girls who’d love to find someone like him, but I don’t think he’s quite ready yet for anything too serious.

  Charlie will be working the room as usual, if he’s there. He says he’s an actor, but I’m from California where every other person who isn’t an actor is trying to be one. Either that or a scriptwriter. I know tons of actors, and I know he ain’t no actor. He has that whole Brad Pitt in Thelma and Louise look going on, but that’s it. No versatility whatsoever. As for that other sleaze ball, Liam, I don’t think he’s actually ever looked at any part of me except my breasts.

  The bar is busier than usual for a Friday evening. I haven’t seen the place this busy since the Celtic Tiger days. A lot of office staff extending their after work drinks, the sensible ones already well gone. I nod to Ricky behind the bar, and he waves. I say hi to a few familiar faces as I make my way to the back. I can’t see Danny or any of the others, and can’t decide if I’m disappointed or relieved. I still haven’t eaten yet, so I head over to the kitchen to see if I can make myself a sandwich or something, but when I get there, I feel nauseous again, and drink a very sweet espresso instead.

  I’m looking out across the bar while standing in the kitchen, when I see Charlie coming in. He’s shaking hands with the bouncers, and a couple of people turn to watch him as if he were someone famous, but who they just can’t place right now. How does he do that? It’s more than just his looks. It’s a sort of undeniable confidence and appeal that he oozes. He walks to the bar, and shakes Ricky’s hand. I guess it’s a rare quality to be enchanting to both sexes. Ricky makes him a drink, and Charlie looks up and sees me. He raises his head and smiles. I don’t smile back.

  I look over his shoulder and see Danny coming in. The bouncers walk through, and hold the door for him. They know that he’s my boyfriend, and they’re only trying to be cool, but I know he thinks it’s because of his limp, and he hates being given any special treatment. Charlie looks over his shoulder to see what I’m looking at, and when he sees Danny, he turns back to me. I put down my coffee, and leave the kitchen, but by the time I get out, Charlie has already greeted him and brought him over to the bar. I have the sense that I’ve lost a race.

  ‘Hi, Danny,’ I say, rubbing his back to get his attention.

  ‘Hey, babe,’ he says, and turns to hug me.

  ‘Hi, Ruby,’ Charlie says.

  ‘Hey,’ I reply.

  Danny studies my face. ‘You look a little pale, babe,’ he says. ‘You okay?’

  I wipe my face with my hands. ‘Sure, I’m okay, honey,’ I tell him. ‘Too many late nights, I guess.’

  ‘I got news,’ he says. ‘Can we talk?’

  I look at Ricky. He’s managing behind the bar, but only barely.

  ‘I’d better go give Ricky a hand,’ I say, ‘but let’s talk on my break, okay?’

  ‘He’s fine,’ Danny says, ‘let’s go outside for a bit.’

  He takes my hand, but I let go.

  ‘No seriously, I’d better go do my job.’ He looks hurt. 

  ‘We’ll talk later, honey. I promise,’ I say, and I kiss him on the lips. I see him scowl over in Ricky’s direction as I leave.

  Charlie turns, and I see Liam coming in.

  ‘Hey, Liam. Over here,’ Charlie calls out, and I quicken my pace.

 Liam

‘HEY, LIAM. How’s it goin’ bud?’

  I half turn me head to see who it is, but continue workin’. I always verbalise the postal codes in me head when sortin’ the letters.

  Raheny, Dublin 5. Baldoyle, Dublin 13. Rathmines, Dublin 6.

  It’s quite… what’s the word... therapy… it’s quite therapeutic, that’s it.

  ‘Alrigh’?’ I offer him.

  Blackrock, Co. Dublin.

  ‘Listen, I, eh, got those DVDs off you last week,’ he says.

  Tallaght, Dublin 24. Tralee, Missort.

  ‘And?’ I ask.

  ‘And. Yeah, they were good.’

  ‘Course they were good. I don’t sell shite DVDs.’

  Rathfarnham, Dublin 14. Firhouse, Dublin 24.

  ‘But...’ he says.

  ‘But wha’?’ I ask, and pull out a new wad of letters, and then shuffle them in me hands to straighten them. ‘Too soft for yeh?’

  ‘No, no. Nothin’ like that.’

  Clondalkin, Dublin 22. Rathlyon, Dublin 16? In your dreams, pal. Dublin 24.

  ‘Too hardcore, then?’

  ‘No, no. It was just right.’

  ‘Like Goldilocks, so,’ I tell him and scratch me beard again. I look down and see white flakes falling onto me black T-shirt. Me beard’s gone a bit... what’s that word? Unkept. Yeah, a bit unkept of late. It’s gone a bit grey on me chin as well. That’s because I haven’t washed it in ages.

  ‘What’s Goldilocks?’ he asks, but I ignore the question.

  Templeogue, Dublin 16.

  ‘Too wha’ then? Too young?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘Too old?’ I ask, raisin’ me eyebrows at him. I stop sortin’ the letters for a few seconds. ‘I don’t do them.’

  ‘What? No. No, of course not.’

  Blanchardstown, Dublin 15. Baldoyle, Dublin 13.

  He shifts from one foot to another. I know what he wants. I get it abou’ once a month. They go for the regular porn for a while, but then sooner or later they have to ask for wha’ they really want. First it’s couples. Then it’s threesomes, two blokes and a girl. Moving on up to orgies, gangbangs, and all the time the female role dwindlin’ and the pussy to cock ratio decreasin’.

  ‘Too straight?’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Too straight,’ I repeat. ‘I’ve got some of them, but I don’t have them with me. I’ll bring them in next week. They’re harder to get though, so they’re a bit more expensive. Fifteen euro. Come see me on Monday.’

  Phibsborough, Dublin 7. Rathborne. Rathborne?

  ‘Paddy,’ I call over.

  ‘What?’

  ‘What’s Rathborne?’

  ‘Dublin fifteen,’ Paddy shouts back.

  ‘That’s not what I meant, Liam.’

  ‘It’s alright. There’s no need to be embarrassed,’ I tell him. ‘I’m getting lots of requests for the gay stuff lately. No doubt somethin’ to do with the heat.’

  ‘I’m not gay,’ he insists. I turn to face him. He’s gone a bit red. ‘They’re not too straight. That’s not what I meant.’

  ‘Too wha’, then?’

  He turns and looks around. ‘Too white,’ he finally confesses.

  ‘Too white?’ I repeat.

  ‘Yeah,’ he says and shoves his hands into his pockets and looks down at the ground. ‘I’d like them a bit more...’

  ‘Non-white?’

  ‘Yeah.’

  ‘That’s no problem,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve got loads of them.’

  He smiles at me. I wish he didn’t.

  ‘So what is it?’ I ask. ‘Asian, black, interracial, Indian, Arab, Japanese schoolgirl, Latina...’

  ‘Just black,’ he blurts out.

  ‘Just black? Okay. No problem.’

  He smiles again.

  ‘Black on white, white on black, or black on black?’

  He thinks about this. ‘White on black.’

  ‘Lesbian, young, old, MILF, teen, BBW, bondage, DVDA..?’

  ‘Just regular stuff,’ he interrupts me again.

  ‘You sure?’

  ‘Yeah.’

  ‘Okay, then. I might have somethin’ in the car. I’ll put it in your locker later.’

  He fumbles into his pocket and pulls out a tenner. Me hands are full of mail.

  ‘Just throw it there,’ I tell him.

  He puts it on the bench and then stands there not sure what to say, when there is nothin’ to say. I turn back to me work.

  Blackrock, County Dublin. Cabra, Dublin 7.

  ‘Thanks,’ he eventually says and shuffles off.

  I look up at the wall clock. It’s just gone three pm. The last few hours on a Friday are always the slowest, and the seat gets the most uncomfortable. I’ve spoken to the union about it already. It’s not right that a man of my proportions has to use the same size chair as everyone else. You can’t even see the fuckin’ chair under me for fuck sake. It’s like I’m levitating in front of me bench like Jabba the Hutt in mid-air.

  I reach into the cubby hole of Dublin thirteen, and pull out a Mars bar. I open it and shove half of it into me mouth, and then open a can of coke, just as Frank is walkin’ behind me.

  ‘No eatin’ on the floor,’ he declares, but doesn’t stop.

  He doesn’t stop because every Monday I put a new DVD in his locker. He has to be seen to be in charge, but we both know that I could have a whole fuckin’ picnic on this bench and he wouldn’t do shit. Big breasted blonde secretaries. That’s what he’s into. He must have over a hundred of them by now.

  I supply about half the men in here with porn. I used to download all the latest Hollywood blockbusters from pirate websites and print out a sheet with the titles. I’d always put a few hardcore titles at the end. 

  Anyways, one of the lads in here, his missus brought their computer in for repair after it picked up a virus. The repair bloke showed her all these websites and images that were on his hard drive. Some nasty stuff as well apparently. 

  Even though he’d always cleared the history, it’s still always there on the computer. She kicked him out of the house for a couple of weeks, and only let him back in after he agreed he’d go to a therapist to talk about his ‘problem’. Gobshite. It worked out great for me though, as ever since then I found that more and more, the lads just wanted the porn from me list, so I started addin’ more and more of them.

  The classics at first; Romancing the Bone, Forrest Hump, Jurassic Pork, Shaving Ryan’s Privates, Sherlock Bones. Then I started gettin’ a few specific requests. Just lesbian or just Asians or a hundred other fetishes, so now I scour the web and can please most tastes. I have a few grand’s worth of equipment at home and buy special software to download and convert the films. I’m actually pretty proud of me work.

  I make more from the DVD sales now than I do from workin’ in here thirty seven and a half hours a week sortin’ mail. I’d like to pack in the day job but this is where most of me sales come from. Not just the guys that work in here, but their friends, and the friends of their friends. Like a pyramid effect with me at the top.

  I don’t have any female customers, as far as I know, unless there’s one or two of them down the chain, which is strange as it’s mostly females that work in and run the porn industry. They even get paid a lot more than the men. Unless you’re someone like a Ron Jeremy, or a Steven St. Croix, or even a Randy Spears. Those guys get the big bucks. And yet even the fact that it’s mostly the women in charge, they have very little to do with the end product. It’s final use. It’s generally only the men who have need or want for the finished goods.

  Less than an hour before I’m out of here. I think leavin’ here on a Friday is the only time in the whole week that I can honestly say that I feel good. That I’m... well, almost happy.

  Churchtown, Dublin 14. Ballyfermot, Dublin 10. Tallaght, Dublin 24.

 

  Christ, it’s fuckin’ roastin’ today. I’ve got twenty two sheets of DVD requests in me bag, so I’ve a busy weekend ahead. I’m supposed to be goin’ out with the mates later. I wouldn’t bother but me cousin Charlie’s goin’ to be there, and he hasn’t been out with us in ages, and besides we always go out on this date every year. I need to get out of that room for a while anyway. Lately whenever I close me eyes, all I can see are naked bodies ridin’ each other.

  I once seen Charlie in this porno I was downloadin’. I never told him. He was goin’ at these two forty-year-old women to beat the band. Ridin’ them like the clappers. That’s the only one I ever seen him in, but I bet he’s done more. Besides that though, me bedroom’s going to be fuckin’ meltin’ with all the computers on full blast.

  Me Ma’s been goin’ ape shit lately at the size of the electricity bills she’s been gettin’. I’d better throw her a few extra quid to keep her quiet. I should just get me own place, and I was goin’ to once because me mam... well, I don’t want to talk about it, but I didn’t in the end.

  Now that me da is retired, he’s always hangin’ around the place too. He used to be a fireman in town. When I left school he tried to get me into the fire brigade, but the try-out was a bleedin’ disaster.

  I was given this thirty foot length of hose and told to run across the yard, and then climb a fifty foot ladder. I was even a lot trimmer and fitter back then. Definitely under twenty stone anyway. I says to the fella, ‘what? Are you bleedin’ mad?’ But everyone had to do it. On top of that, it was a scorcher of a day like today.

  As I was runnin’, the hose slipped over me shoulder and started wrappin’ round me neck, like some fuckin’ giant anaconda that was squeezin’ every last drop of sweat out of me. I fell flat on me face. When I managed to lift me head off the tarmac, I had all these tiny black pebbles indented into the side of me face, and I seen me dad walkin’ off in disgust.

  That winter I finally got a job workin’ on this half-finished five-storey building down in the docklands. There weren’t even any bleedin’ windows in the thing. It was fuckin’ freezin’. Me hands were in pain and red raw all the time. Anyways, one day I was takin’ a crap on the third floor, when there’s all this bangin’ on the door.

  ‘Who the fuck’s in there?’ the foreman was screamin’.

  It took a lot of effort to stand up and pull back on me jocks and trousers. When I opened the door, the foreman’s standin’ there and he grabs me by the scruff of the neck. I seen these three other lads behind him and they’re tryin’ not to break their shite laughin’. I didn’t know what the fuck was goin’ on.

  ‘What the fuck are you doin’ in there?’ he yells at me.

  ‘I was just...’ I started to say.

  ‘The toilet’s not connected, you moron,’ he spits into me face. ‘You’re shittin’ on my men down there.’

  To be honest, I didn’t last much longer after that. It was only November, and I heard they weren’t fitting the windows till March. Besides that though, everyone was callin’ me by my new nickname, ‘Shitter’. It was a source of enormous embarrassment for me – ‘Pass me the trowel, Shitter.’ ‘Tell, Paddy he’s wanted on the phone, Shitter.’ ‘Hey, Shitter, ask them to put some extra brown sauce on mine.’ Stuff like that.

  I started workin’ for An Post after that. First I was a postman, but it was takin’ me too long to deliver the mail, and I wasn’t gettin’ back till nearly five o’clock every day. Also, I couldn’t reach any of the letterboxes that were at the bottom of the doors.

  They only copped the long hours when some heads from the GPO turned up to find out how the inspector was earnin’ two grand a week. He had to wait for me to come back to the depot every day before he was able to go home, and he was puttin’ in for all this mad overtime. It was costin’ them a bleddin’ fortune so they moved me to the Dublin Mail Centre on the Nangor Road, even though technically it’s a promotion to Grade Two. I was glad to get out of that delivery office anyway. It was only one step away from a fully licensed mental institution. And a very short step at that.

  It’s only in the last couple of years that me DVD sales have been goin’ so well. I have a good few bob in the bank, but there’s not a lot that I need to buy. I have a little motor, but I’m not into cars. At the end of this year, though, I’m plannin’ on a three week holiday to Thailand. I’m goin’ on me own, but I might see if Nick wants to come. I’ll buy him his ticket and all, but I don’t see why I should as the fucker wouldn’t let me move in with him last year, the prick.

  He’s been a bit depressin’ ever since Aoife hasn’t been on the scene. She was a nice girl. It’s a pity, but a couple of weeks of Asian poontang might sort him out. I might ask Charlie instead, or even Hopalong Cassidy, although he doesn’t like me callin’ him that. I’ll tell you what though, I’d ride the arse off that American bird of his. On second thoughts, Danny wouldn’t go anywhere without that chick. Don’t blame him either.

  I was a bit put out at first when I heard that a lot of people at work were callin’ me ‘The Porno King’. But to be honest, I don’t mind it all that much now. I am a bit of an expert anyway. There’s very little in porn that I haven’t seen, although I can watch it now for six hours non-stop, downloadin’ and editin’ it, and I wouldn’t even get a hard-on. And besides, there aren’t too many people out there that can be called the king of somethin’. Beats ‘Shitter’ anyway.

 

  Charlie and Nick are already in Broderick’s when I arrive. The skirt in this place is unreal tonight. I don’t remember chicks lookin’ this good when I was their age. Charlie’s fucked off already to chat up a bird. No sign of Nick yet. Hope he comes soon so I’m not stuck with Danny on me own. He’s in his flowers tonight. He can be a cantankerous fucker when he wants to be. I seen that in a lot of blokes that go out with girls that are much better lookin’ than them. Not that Danny’s an ugly fucker or anything, it’s just that you’d expect to see Ruby with someone more like Charlie, or even Ricky.

  It’s like this film I seen once about this couple on a cruise ship, and he’s paranoid that she’s cheatin’ on him behind his back ’cause every bloke fancies her, even though he’s ridin’ the gym instructor and a waitress and the Latina nurse. Eventually she gets sick of his jealousy and she starts screwin’ everyone; the pool lifeguard, the captain and even the nurse as well. She called it his self-fulfillin’ prophecy. You can learn a lot from pornos. I think they all ended up havin’ a massive orgy on the captain’s deck but the couple stayed together, which was nice.

  Ruby brings us over our drinks. There’s somethin’ different about her tonight. Like something’s happened. I’m not sure what it is exactly.

  ‘Thanks, babe,’ Danny says. ‘When can we talk?’

  ‘I’m swamped, Danny,’ she says. ‘I’ll try and take a break later, okay?’

  Danny doesn’t say anythin’ as she goes back to work.

  ‘They’re a good couple, aren’t they?’ I say to him.

  ‘What?’

  ‘Ruby and Ricky.’

  ‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’ he says, and looks royally pissed off.

  ‘I mean they work well together for all intensive purposes,’ I tell him, ‘Jesus, chill out, man. You’re like a poisonous snake tonight.’

  He takes a sip from his pint, but he looks in the height of it. Whenever someone’s in a bad mood, it’s hard to say anythin’ to them without pissin’ them off.

  ‘It’s for all intents and purposes, you gobshite. And snakes aren’t poisonous,’ he mumbles.

  ‘What?’

  ‘Snakes. They’re not poisonous.’

  ‘Yeah, not all of them but some are,’ I tell him. What the fuck is he talkin’ about?

  ‘No, they’re venomous. Somethin’ is only poisonous if you eat it. Snakes inject their venom.’

  ‘So if I eat one and it has poison in it, will I not get sick?’

  ‘I suppose so,’ he says.

  ‘So there.’

  ‘So there what? What are you talkin’ about?’

  ‘What are you fuckin’ talkin’ about?’

  I see Nick comin’ in and he spots me and nods over and starts walkin’ over to us but Charlie spots him too and calls over to him. He turns and sees Charlie and then turns back to me and raises a finger in the air to me as if to say ‘I’ll be with you in a minute’, and then walks over to Charlie.

  He actually means ‘one hour’ because that’s usually what happens. Charlie has his back against a wall. Two girls, a red head and a brunette, are facin’ him. I can’t tell what they look like, but to be honest, from this angle, who gives a fuck?

  He introduces them to Nick, and Nick shakes both their hands. Charlie steps ever so slightly to the left, which means he wants the red head. She’s the best lookin’ so. Is it just me or can anyone not look at a red head without thinking of her ginge pubes?

  The brunette offers Nick a taste of her drink. I don’t think a girl has ever offered me a taste of her drink. I’ve had a few thrown in me face alright, but I don’t think there was any actual consumption intended.

  For that matter, I don’t think anyone’s ever introduced me to a girl either, and now that I think of it, I can’t remember even Charlie ever introducin’ me to a girl. I’m his cousin for fuck’s sake. He should be lookin’ out for me. Throw the odd bone in my direction. I’m not that fussy. It’s not like I don’t have any experience with women, I’ve been to Amsterdam more than a few times.

  I’m also proud to say that there are very few people in Ireland, even Europe, who have watched more pornos than me in the last five years. In fact, I was thinkin’ of makin’ one meself. Not to be in it or anythin’ like that. To be the director or the producer. A bloke in work’s younger brother is studyin’ film and he’d be able to get all the equipment. I reckon that if Charlie could put me in touch with a few buddin’ starlets, then I’d be away in a hack.

  I might apply to go on that show Dragons’ Den where those millionaires invest if you’ve a good idea. There’s four blokes on the panel and a chick. They always ask about the person’s UPS – it’s their unique point for sellin’ or somethin’. Well, my UPS will be its location. That’s a movie term for where the film is set.

  Pornos are always in colleges or hospitals or offices or in some big gaf or a hotel, but mine will be in a post office. I’ve never seen a porno in a post office. It’s the perfect spot when you think about it.

  I’d have two babes workin’ at the counter – a blonde and a brunette, of course – and they’d be ridin’ all the customers, and then each other on their lunch break. A couple of postmen would have to go out and deliver a few parcels to MILFs at home. ‘I have a big package for you,’ they’d say. Stuff like that. And there’s a strict post mistress who’s actually a babe, and they all end up in a massive orgy at the end. And the best bit is the title – The Postman Always Cums Twice. Genius.

  It wouldn’t even cost that much. I could sell a few hundred copies just on me own. I should say it to Danny. See what he thinks. A sort of outside opinion. He’s always readin’ some shite or other.

  ‘Here, Danny.’

  He could even help me write it.

  ‘Danny.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘You like readin’ and writin’, don’t ye?’

  ‘What?’ he says.

  ‘Readin’ and writin’,’ I say louder, over the music.

  ‘Rita’s ridin’?’

  ‘For fuck’s sake.’

  ‘Who’s Rita?’ he asks.

  ‘Not Rita,’ I shout. ‘Readin’.’

  ‘Rita Riordan? Never heard of her.’

  ‘Are you guys alright for drinks?’ Ruby butts in. She’s standin’ behind the bar lookin’ down at us.

  I look at her.

  ‘Liam, do you want another?’ Danny says.

  How could that be? Is it possible?

  ‘Liam, do you want another drink?’

  That’s amazin’.

  ‘Liam,’ Danny shouts into my face.

  I ignore him. ‘Ruby,’ I says. ‘Have your tits gotten bigger?’

 Nick

‘WE HAD this bet,’ she says, ‘that whoever drank the most vodka, the others would have to chip in and pay for the winner to have her hair done.’

  I glance up at her hair. ‘And you lost?’

  ‘Fuck you,’ she says and punches me hard in the chest with her fist.

  ‘I’m only messing with you,’ I say, rubbing my chest. ‘It’s lovely.’

  ‘We’d had a few already, and it sounded like a good idea at the time. A few drinks and a bit of peer pressure and you’ll do anything, won’t ye? But I’m absolutely dying all day.’ She knocks back her vodka and diet 7UP. ‘I’m just not used to that much drink.’

  ‘Do you fancy another?’

  ‘Yeah, thanks,’ she says, holding out her glass to me. It holds half a slice of shriveled up lemon that looks like a drowned swimmer at the bottom of an empty swimming pool.

  ‘But only get me a single. I’ll top it up meself.’ She surreptitiously slides her opened handbag towards me, and I see the glass neck of a Smirnoff vodka bottle poking out of it like a turtle’s head. I smile at her, or I wince, (they’re quite similar expressions for me), and I shoulder my way through the mass of coagulated bodies.

  It’s two deep at the bar, and it takes me almost five minutes just to get both my elbows rested on top of the bar’s edge. Ruby and Ricky are at the opposite end. This other bartender is doing his best, but he’s drowning in the orders and can barely keep up. By the time I get our drinks and get back to... Christ, what was her name? By the time I get back to her, she’ll have pissed off, unless she’s desperate. Who am I kidding? Of course she’ll still be there.

  Despite what Charlie thinks, it’s the girl who always makes the final decision that you’re going to sleep together. It’s only the bloke’s job to present them with the opportunity.

  I see Charlie, still in the same spot, still with the same red head, and still all chat and laughs. There’s something different about him tonight. He seems more mellow than usual. Like he’s actually listening to what she’s saying rather than trying to figure out what his next move is going to be, or who else he could be talking to. I’m surprised he’s even still here. Normally he’ll have talked them into leaving with him by now. I’d like to think it’s because of the girl, but I’ve met her and she’s as superficial and puerile as her mate that I’m talking to. Or listening to, anyway.

  I’d put it down to some new drug, but he’s not into any of that. None of us ever were, and except for the odd line of coke or a joint here and there, it’s a boat that we’ve all sort of missed. A couple of years after we left school everyone seemed to be wasted on that shit, but we were happy enough with our pints.

  I shout up to Ruby, but the music’s too fucking loud. Then I see Liam and Danny sitting together at the bar. They look like two off duty cops trying to blend in. I watch them. I like doing that sometimes. Just looking at someone. Looking at them when they don’t know they’re being watched. People are ordering their drinks around me, but I just keep looking at those two. They aren’t talking to anyone. They aren’t even talking to each other. Liam’s eyes keep darting back and forth and up and down, undressing every girl that comes within six feet of him. Danny is just staring. Staring with this blank fucking gormless expression like, I don’t know, like he’s sitting on a bus on a Monday morning watching the rain piss against a dirty window and heading into a shit job. If it wasn’t for the drink in front of him slowly evaporating, you’d think he was part of the furniture. I’ve seen more enthusiasm for life coming off the fossilised cock of a tyrannosaurus rex.

  Perhaps they always look like that, it’s just more noticeable when surrounded by this pulsating happy bunch of time-wasting revellers. Like noticing how tired and dull an old wall looks when next to a freshly painted one. Maybe I look the same to him.

  That’s the great thing about acknowledging and then accepting one’s own mediocrity. You’re not delusional anymore. I’ve long ago realised that I’m never going to do the stuff or own the things that I dreamt of when I was a kid. But I like to take comfort in the knowledge that my nightmare life could be someone else’s dream. There’s a real comfort to be found in the humdrum of banality, and as I’ve often found through personal experience anyway, there’s nothing as destructive as the delusion of hope, or a cheerful expectation that one day things’ll get better. That one day you’ll get a better job, a better girlfriend or wife; that one day you’ll go to the gym three times a week as you’ve been promising yourself for years; that your kids won’t turn out to be recalcitrant little pricks like your neighbours’ kids; that you’ll even one day win the lotto, who knows? That one day you’ll somehow become a better version of yourself, and that you’ll then finally live a better version of your own life.

  But you won’t. It’s all self-delusion just to numb the pain. To help you make it through another day. To stop you from stepping out in front of a bus, or accelerating into a busy junction. Thankfully, I’ve accepted my own indistinguishable, vapid and pedestrian self years ago. It was quite liberating.

  I look over at Charlie again, and I realise there isn’t that much difference between them and him. So what if he’s shagging different women left, right and centre? Is that what it’s all about? At least Danny has a girlfriend. I don’t remember Charlie ever going out with a girl for more than a month, and all male bullshit bravado aside, that’s a bit sad. No, it’s worse than sad. It’s depressing. Still living the same life now as he did as a teenager. Christ, we all are. Where’s the growth in any of that? In any of us? Charlie, Danny, Liam and me. And I can see all of it summed up now in Danny and Liam’s expressions. The boredom and the bullshit, and Jesus, the thoughts of another twenty years of it.

  I’m suddenly consumed with an unconditional love for them. My mates. No, wait. Not love. More like pity. Pity and love are not dissimilar though; two blood clots in the same vein. Pity and disappointment. As much for myself as for them. 

  We’re all here for the same reason tonight, but not one of us will ever mention Michael’s name. After all these years I’m still trying to make sense of it. I’ve been thinking a lot about him lately and about that afternoon, probably because it takes my thoughts away from Aoife. But now that I’m thinking about it again, it’s all so fresh and raw. 

  A part of each of us drowned with him that afternoon. It’s not even like we left our youth behind on the pier, it’s more like we stopped growing up after that day. But the water took some things from us as well: our ambition, our love of life and of each other, our innocence, our foolishness, and replaced them all with guilt. Survivor’s guilt, I think it’s called. How can we excel and enjoy what Michael will never experience? Why was it him, and not us? We dared him to do it, that’s why. He was supposed to get out of the water and then dare one of us to do something. Then everything would have been okay. But it’s not okay.

  It’s all too late now. He can’t dare us. The game is over. 

  But what if it wasn’t? What if I... What if we... Finished the game? 

  My God. What if we did that? What if it was my turn? Or Liam’s? Or Danny’s? Or Charlie’s? 

  No, it’s Liam’s. He dared Michael first. It’s Liam’s turn. It’s Liam’s turn.



Saturday






 Nick

LIAM IS SPRAWLED out on his back across my three-seater brown couch like some giant fat lizard sunning his balls. As usual, he’s wearing baggy tracksuit bottoms and a plain white T-shirt that looks more like a bed sheet. They don’t put any fancy designs or brand names on T-shirts that size. I don’t blame them either. If I were Calvin Klein, I wouldn’t make any clothes, and I certainly wouldn’t put my name on them if I thought some sloppy fat fuck like Liam was going to wear them in public.

  Danny wasn’t drinking last night, but somehow he still managed to get into verbal blows with Ruby. She looked wrecked after her shift, but Danny still insisted on going on about some shite with his work. Eventually, she just got pissed off, and understandably so, and told him to go home. In fairness to Danny, he still drove Liam and me for something to eat, and then I ended up inviting Danny back to my place. Liam just invited himself.

  I didn’t sleep too well last night. It was so fucking hot; I had to open the windows in my bedroom. Plus, I could hear Liam’s snores reverberating throughout the house. He slept on the couch when he could have had a bed. When I came down, he was still on the couch. On the floor beside him were a packet of Frosties, a carton of milk and an empty bowl with a soup spoon in it. I picked up the Frosties box and the milk, shook them, and then threw them in the recycling bin.

  From the kitchen, I’m watching Danny and Liam. They’re watching cartoons. Danny has a book in his hands (as usual), ‘The Power of Positive Moments’ or something like that, but he’s actually watching the cartoons (as usual). I haven’t mentioned my idea of the dares to them yet as I’m waiting for Charlie to get here. He left with the red head just before midnight last night, but before he’d left I’d asked him to come by about lunchtime today. 

  My idea about the dares had me awake most of the night, practising what I was going to say over and over. All of a sudden though, Liam is talking about some new girl he fancies who’s started working beside him, and I see my opportunity. Like most things in life, it’s not the way I had it planned, but the result is just the same.

  ‘So why don’t you just ask her out then?’ Danny asks him.

  ‘I probably will,’ Liam says, ‘I’ll see how it goes, like.’ 

  ‘Would you fuck off,’ I add, ‘you’ve been saying that for ages.’ 

  ‘You’re all mouth and no action,’ Danny says to him. 

  ‘No, I’m not. I just need to get her at the right time, that’s all.’

  ‘Chicken shit,’ Danny says. ‘You couldn’t get a ride in a brothel.’

  ‘Irregardless, I’ll have you know, smart arse,’ says Liam, ‘that I have had a ride in a brothel.’

  ‘Irregardless isn’t a word, you arsehole,’ says Danny. ‘Besides, you couldn’t get a ride in a nightclub, anyway. That’s for fucking sure.’

  ‘Yeah, I could. Easy.’

  ‘Well, there’d have to be about a thousand women in it, and no blokes. And every one of them dying for it. Then you might have a half chance.’

  ‘I garan-fuckin-tee you, smart hole, that if I asked every bird in a nightclub, I’d get a ride. It’s all about the numbers.’

  The doorbell rings.

  ‘Hold on,’ I say to them as I walk to the door, praying it’s Charlie. 

  It rings again – impatient prick. ‘Alright?’ he says as I open the door.

  ‘Yeah, and you?’

  Liam and Danny are arguing as we come back in. 

  ‘Jesus Christ,’ Charlie says, looking at them. ‘It’s just like being at home in here.’

  ‘I was only messing anyway,’ Liam shouts at Danny.

  ‘Well, it’s the only way you’ll ever get a shag, Byrne, without having to pay for it.’

  ‘I haven’t paid for it in ages, I’ll have you fuckin’ know.’

  ‘You haven’t had a ride in ages either,’ Danny shouts back at him.

  ‘What the fuck is this all about?’ Charlie asks me.

  ‘He says to me a few minutes ago...’ Danny starts.

  ‘I didn’t fuckin’ mean it,’ Liam interrupts.

  ‘Liam, shut the fuck up for a minute,’ I say.

  ‘He’s says that if he went into a nightclub and asked every girl in the place would they fancy a shag, that the odds are at least one of them would.’

  ‘One of them would what?’ Charlie asks. ‘Give him a swift kick in the bollocks?’

  ‘No. That one of them would shag him,’ Danny says.

  Charlie looks at me. I look at Charlie. We both look at Liam.

  ‘Statistically speaking,’ Danny says.

  ‘Possibly,’ Charlie says. ‘But it’d have to be more than one nightclub. Three or four at the very least, over the course of a couple of weeks. Since we’re statistically speaking.’

  ‘Ask me arse, Charlie,’ Liam says.

  ‘So do it then,’ Danny says.

  ‘Haven’t we had this conversation before?’ Charlie says.

  ‘I’m not doing it. I’d get me bleedin’ head kicked in by some Polish bird’s muscley fucker.’

  ‘Do you no harm,’ Danny says.

  ‘I was only saying, that’s all.’

  ‘Yeah, that’s you all over. Only saying. I’m only saying,’ Danny says and opens up his book.

  Cupboard doors are banging closed in the kitchen. ‘Have you any decent coffee, Nick?’ Charlie calls out to me.

  Liam’s focus is back on the cartoons. Danny is watching them as well from the brim of his book. He must have hundreds of those self-help books in his house. I don’t know why he bothers. A lot of work and a little bit of luck, or a lot of luck and a little bit of work seems to do the trick for most successful people I know. 

  Charlie walks back into the sitting room holding a jar of Nescafe.

  ‘Is this the best stuff you have?’ he asks.

  I need to get the conversation back on track.

  ‘No, wait a second Danny,’ I say, ignoring Charlie. ‘In fairness, Liam should try saying something a little bit more subtle.’

Charlie

I THOUGHT LAST night when Nick asked me to come over today, he wanted to talk in private about something. Something about Aoife, but now I’m not so sure. He never talks about Aoife, but I know he’s thinking about her all the time. How could he not be? I’ve tried a couple of times to talk to him about her, but he always changes the subject. It’s not something you just pop into a conversation. I’d no idea Danny and Liam would be here as well.

  For a moment I’m not sure what Nick’s talking about. I look at Danny and I can see he feels the same. Strangely, and for the first time, Liam knows exactly what Nick’s talking about.

  ‘Nick, I’m not doing it. That’s final,’ Liam says.

  ‘There’s no way he’ll do it,’ I tell him. ‘He gets nervous even saying hello to chicks. Besides, he’s right. He’d get the shit kicked out of him, or at least get thrown out of the place.’

  ‘That’s what I’m saying,’ Nick says, ‘it’d have to be something a little more subtle.’

  ‘Like what?’ Danny asks.

  Nick looks at me. I shrug.

  ‘I don’t know, I say. Something light and easy and simple to remember. Non-confrontational, but the message gets across. No ambiguity. Get in; get out. Em... how about... something like... “I think you’re very cute. Would you like to come home with me tonight?”’

  They all look at me. Then we all look at Liam.

  ‘Would yous ever fuck off the lot of yous,’ Liam says.

  ‘That’s perfect,’ Danny says.

  ‘That’ll do the trick, alright. Nice, short and specific,’ Nick says.

  ‘I’m not fuckin’ doin’ it, no matter how fuckin’ pacific it is’ Liam says.

  ‘Specific not pacific. You’re all mouth and no action,’ Danny tells him. ‘It’s not even that hard. It’d just be a bit of craic.’

  ‘Why don’t you do it then, smart arse,’ Liam says.

  ‘You’re the one who came up with the idea,’ Danny says. ‘You’re all talk as usual.’

  ‘No, I’m not.’

  Christ, I was happy to have an excuse to get out of that red head’s apartment this morning, but if this is what the day has in store for me, listening to these two bitches bickering, then I wish I hadn’t left now. I knew last night when I got back to her place that because of the double matinee with the English client in the Westbury, I wouldn’t be able to put in much of a performance for her, and I’d much rather have a no-show than a bad-show, so I pretended to be a little more drunk and a little more sleepy than I actually was, but by six am I woke up with all guns blazing, and with a hard-on that would knock nails into the wall. We fell back asleep after about an hour and then woke up about ten and went at it again. Then I split. If I didn’t have a couple of appointments set up already tonight, I wouldn’t mind going back there now. Hang out for the afternoon with her. She was alright. Good listener. Soft speaker. Small hands with the most perfect white painted nails. And a great kisser. It’s a rarer quality than you’d imagine, being a good kisser. You can learn to speak any language in the world if you put the time and effort in, but when it comes to kissing, you’ve either got it or you don’t. Pity I don’t have her number, and I’m pretty sure I didn’t give her mine either. I never give them my number. What’s this her name was again?’

  ‘Hold on, hold on,’ Nick is saying. ‘I’ll tell you what, Liam, if you don’t do it, never mind the Polish Schwarzeneggers that may or may not beat the shit out of you, we’ll beat the shit out of you.’

  ‘Fuck off,’ Liam says, ‘I don’t give a shite, I’m not doing it.’

  ‘Then you’re getting the slaps, Byrne,’ Danny says, closes his book and stands up.

  ‘Come on, then,’ Liam says, and like a beached whale, attempts to haul himself up off the couch.

  ‘No wait a second, Danny,’ Nick says. ‘He hasn’t heard what happens if he actually has the balls to do it.’

  We all look at Nick. I’m not sure where he’s going with this, and from the looks on Liam and Danny’s faces, neither do they.

  ‘Here’s the deal,’ he says, ‘we dare you to do it and if you don’t do it, then each of us can give you a punch in the face.’

  Liam attempts to get off the couch again.

  ‘No wait, Liam,’ he continues, ‘if you actually do it, and have the balls and be a man for once in your nonsensical porno-filled existence of a life, then you can give each of us a punch in the face. How’s that?’

  Nonsensical. Porno-filled. Where did that come from? Sounds almost rehearsed if you ask me. ‘I’m in,’ I say.

  Nick and I look at Danny. Danny once told me that he’s never hit anyone in his life, and that he’s never been hit either. He rubs his jaw, and looks at Liam.

  ‘I’ll have you know, Nick,’ Liam says, ‘I watch all those adult films for purely business reasons, and in a strictly professional manner, I might add. And I’m not bleedin’ doin’ it, so yous can all go and shite.’

  ‘Alright, then,’ Danny says, ignoring Liam. ‘I’m in.’

  ‘I’m not fuckin’ doin’ it.’

  ‘But only,’ Danny adds, ‘only if I get to see him do it. I’m not in if I can only hear about it the next day.’

  ‘Yeah, I want to see it as well,’ I say.

  ‘Don’t worry,’ Nick says, ‘we’ll all go together.’

  ‘Are yous lot deaf?’ Liam almost shouts. ‘I’m not fuckin’ doin’ it.’

  ‘When can we do it then?’ Danny asks.

  ‘Why not tonight?’ Nick says.

  ‘He won’t do it anyway,’ I say, ‘and I wouldn’t mind giving him a few slaps. They’re well overdue.’

  ‘I’d beat the shite out of you, Charlie,’ Liam tells me. ‘You skinny little prick.’

  He tries to get off the couch again, and he leans back against it.

  ‘Oh, yeah,’ I say to him, ‘well now’s your chance, fat man.’

  As he’s getting off the couch, he’s pushing on the back of it, so much so that I think it’s going to snap off with his full weight on it. I push him as he’s still getting up, and then I flip him and the couch backwards. The back hits the floor with Liam rolling away from it. He’ll have a tough enough time trying to get himself off the floor, but either way I leap over the couch and land right on top of his belly, as if I’m straddling a horse.

  ‘Ow, get off me you fucker,’ Liam screams up at me.

  I’m looking down at Liam’s reddening face, as Danny and Nick start pissing themselves laughing. I lean over and slap the side of his face, and then slap the other side of his face with my other hand.

  ‘Are you going to do it?’ I ask.

  ‘Fuck off, Charlie,’ he yells, ‘get the fuck off me.’

  ‘Are you going to do it?’ I keep repeating, slapping his face stronger and stronger. ‘Are you going to do it?’

  ‘Get off me.’

  ‘Danny’s right,’ I tell him, ‘you haven’t got the balls to do it, have you?’

  ‘Maybe he actually hasn’t got any?’ Nick says,

  ‘Is that true, Liam?’ I ask him. ‘Hitler had one, Liam has none. Well, let’s see if Nick’s right.’

  I slide backwards and go to grab his balls. He has literally sheets of clothes on him. I’d be lucky to be able to find a football with all this material and fat padding, never mind a small pair of balls. I search nonetheless.

  ‘Get off me, ye queer,’ Liam cries.

  I make a grab for his balls.

  ‘Alright, alright,’ he blurts out, ‘just get off me.’

  Nick walks over and looks down at him.

  ‘Are you going to do it, then?’ he asks.

  ‘Okay, okay, I’ll do it,’ he says, almost in tears, ‘just get him off me.’

  I look up at Nick and he’s smiling. He winks at me and I jump off Liam. Danny grabs one end of the couch and Nick grabs the other, and then lifts it back onto its legs, leaving Liam still lying on the floor behind it.

Danny

NO ONE KNOWS, but I’ve never actually been hit in the face before. Not only that, but I’ve never actually punched anyone before either. I’m not too keen on the prospects, to be honest, but I’m pretty confident that it’ll be me administering the punishment and not Liam. He’s still sprawled across the couch, only now he’s biting at his nails, alternating from one hand to another like a squirrel. Charlie has had to bring a chair in from the kitchen, and is sitting cross legged sipping on his coffee. He keeps tilting his head towards Liam, and shaking his head at something. Nick’s not looking at the TV either, his eyes are shuffling between Charlie, me and Liam. I wonder if he and Charlie took something earlier. I’ve never been into the drugs myself. Maybe the whole thing about poor quality coffee was a euphemism for cocaine or something.

  ‘We can’t let him go out like that,’ Charlie says, standing up. ‘Look at the state of him.’

  Liam pulls the bottom of his T-shirt down over his exposed umbilical mound of a belly button. It’s one of those disgusting inside out ones and doesn’t look dissimilar to the Hellfire Club on top of the Dublin Mountains. Either that or even his belly button is fat.

  ‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ he protests.

  ‘Have you nothing else to wear?’ Nick asks him.

  ‘I have a suit.’

  I remember that suit. I think it was at Charlie’s sister’s wedding. It was a pair of dark brown trousers (Nick called them Guinness shite brown), an open-necked cream shirt and a pair of runners. Charlie told us that his Mam had ordered them online from an American website that catered to the ‘larger man,’ although Nick said it was for the ‘larder man.’

  ‘You mean the one from www.bigfatfuck.com,’ Charlie laughs. ‘You’re not wearing that again. You’ll look like a bouncer.’

  ‘Alright then,’ Liam concedes, ‘I’ll buy another shirt.’

  ‘And shoes,’ I say.

  ‘And get some trousers that don’t come with an elasticated waistline,’ Nick adds.

  ‘And while you’re at it,’ Charlie says, ‘do something with your hair as well. It looks like a fucking crow’s nest.’

  ‘And shave,’ Nick tells him, ‘I know beards are getting fashionable again but that yoke looks like someone shit on your face.’

  We all laugh at this.

  I don’t think I’ve ever purposefully looked at Liam’s hair before, but now that my attention is drawn to it, Charlie’s analogy isn’t too far from the truth. Charlie takes out his mobile phone.

  ‘I’m getting a shirt and that’s it,’ Liam says, ‘I’m grand the way I am.’

  ‘You’re so parsimonious,’ I tell him.

  ‘Stop fucking calling me words I don’t understand,’ says Liam. ‘You didn’t go to fucking Harvard College or something.’

  ‘Harvard is a university, not a college, and besides I can’t help it if I’m self-educated.’

  ‘In that case,’ Liam says, ’your teacher was a fucking eejit.’

  ‘There are some words, Danny,’ Nick butts in, ‘that are best left written on the page.’

  Why is everyone giving me hassle all of a sudden?

  ‘I’ll get you an appointment with my hairdresser,’ Charlie says, as he puts the phone to his ear.

  ‘Your hairdresser?’ Liam laughs. ‘Who the fuck does he think he is? Bleedin’ Cher?’

  ‘I’m only trying to help you,’ Charlie says, and then into the phone, ‘hi Justin, it’s Charlie. Are you free?’

  ‘I’m free,’ Liam calls out, and we all start laughing so loudly that Charlie has to leave the room.

  While he’s out of the room, Nick turns to me. ‘So, where do you think we should go tonight, Danny?’

  Why is he asking me? I don’t know where any of the decent nightclubs are. He’s the one who’s single. Jesus. Thank God I didn’t say that to him.

  ‘I’m not too sure, Nick,’ I say. ‘What about Rory’s?’

  ‘Nah, it’s always full of nurses on a Saturday night. And where there’s nurses, there’s always...’

  ‘Cops,’ Liam says.

  ‘What about the Odeon?’ I suggest.

  The Odeon has a reputation for being a bit of a meat market; full of aging womanisers, well past their prime, and divorced women looking for a bit of bedroom distraction for the night. I’ve often heard it said that if you didn’t get laid there, then there was something wrong with you. But I’d heard the same stories about other places too – Newcastle, Glasgow, Prague, Tuam. All urban myths, and I have no reason to believe this one either, but we weren’t sending Liam there to find the love of his life.

  ‘There was a stabbing there last week,’ Liam says.

  ‘That’s normal these days,’ Nick says.

  ‘Well, I never heard of a bird stabbing a bouncer before,’ Liam says. ‘It’s a kip. I’ll be disinfecting me nob for weeks.’

  ‘What do you think of the Odeon?’ Nick asks Charlie as he comes back into the room.

  ‘Jesus, not much. The last time I was there, this fifty year old comes up to me...’

  Charlie looks over at Nick, who’s waving his hands at him and shaking his head.

  ‘...but, to be honest, I heard it’s under new management, so it could be a good spot.’

  ‘Me arse it is,’ Liam protests.

  ‘Well, then,’ I ask him, ‘would you prefer going to some place that we always go to and where someone might know you?’

  Liam doesn’t reply. ‘The Odeon it is so,’ Nick says.

  ‘By the way,’ Charlie says to Liam, ‘I’ve made you an appointment at four o’clock for your hair. Just ask for Justin.’

  ‘He’d better not give me a girlie haircut like yours.’

  ‘Anything’ll be better than that mop on your head,’ Charlie says. ‘It’ll take him a couple of hours just to make it look half normal.’

  ‘A couple of hours? What’s this going to cost me?’

  ‘A hundred if you’re lucky.’

  ‘A hundred fucking euro. Are you mental? I never said money was no option. I wouldn’t spend that much on haircuts in a year. It only costs me four euro in the village.’

  ‘Four euro? You were ripped off mate,’ Charlie tells him.

  ‘Look, forget about it. I’m not doing it and that’s it.’

  ‘You are fucking doing it,’ Charlie says.

  ‘I’m not. Now fuck off the lot of yous.’

  ‘You have to do it, Liam.’

  For a second, I’m not sure who says this. It’s like it was spoken by someone who isn’t even in the room.

  ‘No, Nick. I don’t have to do it,’ Liam says.

  ‘Yes, you do,’ Nick says. 

  ‘Why?’

  ‘Because you started it.’

  ‘What are you fucking talking about, Nick? Started what?’

  ‘You’re the one who dared Michael.’

  Hearing his name again, and spoken by Nick, is like having him here in the room with us. No one says anything, so I’m not the only one who feels like this. 

  ‘I didn’t,’ Liam says quietly.

  ‘You did, Liam,’ Nick says. ‘We all did.’

  ‘We were just kids, Nick,’ Charlie says.

  ‘Yeah, that’s what everyone tells us. And that’s what we tell ourselves.’

  ‘Has this got anything to do with Aoife?’ I ask him. 

  ‘No, it fucking hasn’t anything to do with Aoife,’ Nick says. ‘It has to do with us. The four of us.’

  ‘We can’t bring him back, Nick,’ Charlie says.

  ‘I know that,’ Nick says. ‘Of course I fucking know that. I’m not trying to.’

  ‘Then what? What’s the point in talking about it?’

  ‘Because we never fucking talk about it.’

  ‘Because there’s no point,’ Charlie says. ‘Nothing we do or say will bring him back.’

  ‘No, but we could finish what we started with him.’

  ‘Finish what?’ I ask.

  ‘Finish the game, Liam. You dared Mike. Now, I dare you. And then we’re next. We all take our turn.’

  ‘Why, Nick? What’s the point?’ I ask him. 

  ‘Because we’ve never done anything for him. Never done anything to remember him. And maybe if we did, we might get something back that we lost. Something that I lost anyway. I don’t know about you.’

  Nobody says anything for a while. Nobody moves. It’s like we’re all waiting on something to happen. And then it does. 

  ‘Okay,’ says Liam. ‘I’ll do it. But I’m not spending more than a hundred euro on a fucking haircut.’

  ‘Charlie?’ Nick asks.

  ‘Okay, I’m in.’

  ‘Danny?’

  ‘I’m not doing the same one as Liam. Ruby would kill me.’

  ‘You won’t. We’ll all be doing something different.’

  ‘Okay, then,’ I say. ‘I’m in.’

  The doorbell rings. Somehow, I already know who it is.

Ruby

I’M NOT SURE WHY, but I felt an enormous sense of relief when I saw Danny’s car outside Nick’s place. His mother looked worried when I called over earlier to their house looking for him.

  ‘Hi Nick,’ I say. ‘Is Danny there?’

  ‘We’re just on the way out, Ruby,’ Nick says.

  ‘And what? I can’t see him?’

  Nick looks a little uptight. Even more uptight than usual. ‘No, of course not,’ he says, and then turns around and calls him.

  Danny’s followed by the other two. They’re giddy as freakin’ schoolboys. I see Charlie pushing Liam into Danny, and he giggles. Charlie kills his grin as soon as he sees me.

  ‘Hey, babe,’ Danny says, ‘we’re just on the way out.’

  ‘Yeah, so Nick told me.’

  He takes his car keys out of his pocket. ‘So, we’ll talk later, okay?’

  ‘No, Danny.’

  There’s a moment’s pause in which everyone sobers up. Danny and I look at each other and then he looks at the ground. Nick breaks the silence.

  ‘We’ll wait in the car, Danny,’ he says, and puts his hand out for the keys. Danny doesn’t move, so Nick just takes the keys out of his hand, and the others push by him. They say hello to me, to be fair, but I ignore them.

  Danny always does this thing when he’s fucked up, and knows he’s fucked up, even if he doesn’t know when or what he’s actually fucked up. He just freezes and sort of shuts down mentally. I can picture him as a little school boy, whenever a teacher gave him shit, and he’d just lower his head and hope that when he looked up, it’d all be over. Avoidance as a form of defence.

  ‘Danny we need to talk.’

  ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘let’s talk.’

  ‘I don’t want to do this here.’

  ‘Do this?’ he says and looks at me again. ‘Ah for fuck sake. Are you breaking up with me?’

  ‘I don’t want to, Danny.’

  ‘Yeah, yeah. I know. You don’t want to, but you are.’

  ‘It’s not like that.’

  ‘For fuck sake, Ruby. I know I haven’t been around much.’

  ‘Haven’t been around much? I hardly ever see you anymore.’

  ‘Please, Ruby, don’t. I just...’

  ‘Danny, I’m not breaking up with you.’

  ‘No?’

  ‘Of course not.’

  ‘Really?’

  ‘I do love you. Whatever happens, I do love you,’ I say.

  ‘What is it?’

  ‘We just need to talk.’

  ‘Is there someone else? Is that what this is about?’

  ‘Can we meet later?’

  ‘No, I can’t. I’m busy later with the lads.’

  ‘Well that’s a big fucking surprise.’

  ‘Look, we’re doing something later. Honest. I’m sorry. Just tell me now.’

  I look over and see the others in the car.

  ‘No, not here.’

  He takes my hands and looks at me with those brown eyes of his that I just can’t resist. I sigh. A relief flows over me as if I’ve been holding my breath all this time.

  ‘I’m pregnant.’

  He lets go of my hands and steps back. The color he’s picked up after all this nice sunshine evaporates right off his face. I wasn’t expecting that reaction, but then that wasn’t the part I had been thinking about telling him.

  ‘Holy fuck. How did that happen? I mean I know how it happened... are you sure?’

  ‘Yeah. I’m positive.’

  ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

  ‘Neither was I.’

  He lets out a deep breath. ‘Jesus, you’re after knocking the wind right out of me. I mean, it’s okay. No, sorry, I mean it’s more than okay. It’s great.’

  He reaches over and gives me a loving hug. Inside I’m... I think I’m going to vomit, but hold it in behind a forced smile.

  ‘Well done. Or congratulations or something. Wow, me a dad. Did you tell anyone yet? Did you tell your mum?’

  ‘No, not yet?

  ‘She’s going to go nuts.’

  ‘No shit.’

  He has a big stupid smile all over his face, and takes my hands again. ‘My dad will go mad. Or not. Wow. You haven’t told anyone yet?’

  ‘No, well, except...’

  ‘Except who?’

  I bow my head, and hold my face with my hands. I cry because I’m supposed to cry, but no tears come. He hugs me again, but I feel like I want to hit him. To punch him in the face.

  ‘It’s okay,’ he says, ‘we’ll get through this.’

  ‘Oh, Danny.’

  ‘It’s okay. It’s okay.’

  ‘I’m so sorry.’

  ‘Hey, it’s not your fault. Or at least it’s only half your fault.’ He attempts to laugh. ‘It happened. It’s going to be great.’

  I look up at him.

  ‘Who did you tell?’ he asks. 

  I turn away.

  ‘What’s wrong, Ruby? Who did you tell?’

  ‘Someone else. I’m so sorry.’

  ’Sorry for what?’

  I cry again. This time the tears come.

  ’Sorry for what, Ruby?’

  I look him in the eyes. At least I can do that. His love. His confusion. Hapless adoration. But look him in the eyes, Ruby. At least you can do that.

  ‘It’s not yours,’ I tell him, the words having to crash through the tears streaming down my face now.

  ‘It’s not my what?’

  My head sinks further down, like a criminal awaiting the guillotine’s blade.

  ‘It’s not my what, Ruby?’

Liam

I’M SITTING IN the back of the car with Charlie, but he keeps lookin’ out the back window at Danny and Ruby, the nosey bollocks.

  ‘Would ye turn off that RTE shite and put on a few decent sounds for fuck’s sake,’ I says to Nick.

  ‘I’m listenin’ to this,’ he says.

  ‘Charlie,’ I says turnin’ to him, but he makes this mad face out the window and I hear Ruby scream. When I turn to look, I see Danny stormin’ towards us and he looks royally pissed off. Ruby is gettin’ up off the ground and calls after him, but he just ignores her. She must of givin’ him the big heave ho, which is a pity actually ‘cause she was an alright bird and at the very least I’m goin’ to miss her tits in those tight summer T-shirts that she always wore.

  When he opens the car door, I hear Ruby callin’ out, ‘Danny please,’ but he just slams the door. There’s silence for a few seconds. I think he’s goin’ to tell us all to get the fuck out, but he starts the car and puts it into gear. Nobody says anythin’ and all I can hear is Marian Finucane rabbitin’ on about those wankers in the banks.

  ‘Any chance of a few sounds?’ I says.

  Nick and Charlie look at me, but Danny changes the station anyway. It’s a Beautiful Day by U2 comes on. Fuckin’ deadly song, and I start to sing it a bit, but I’m a crap bleedin’ singer. Danny and Charlie look at each other and then go back to starin’ out the window.

  Haven’t heard a bit of U2 in ages. They’re a bit like beans on toast. Somethin’ that you’ve grown up on and you forget how delicious they are when you haven’t tried them for ages. But then you get bored of it after a while, ’cause in the end, it’s still just beans and toast.

  I’m not too keen on this chat up a chick idea. I don’t know how I let meself get talked into it. Fuckin’ eejit. If I end up havin’ to do it then I’m goin’ to get pissed outta me mind. Perhaps after a few, the lads’ll get bored with it. I can’t imagine Charlie goin’ up to that kip and not wantin’ to ride somethin’ there. Danny’ll be all depressed. He’s always fuckin’ depressed anyway. Least now he’ll have a good excuse.

  As for Nick. It’s hard to know with Nick. Sometimes when he gets his teeth into somethin’ he won’t let go until he hears somethin’ snap. And I’m afraid that it’ll be me doin’ the snappin’.

  I’ve never just walked up to a bird and talked to her. Apart from that hooker that time in Amsterdam, of course. But that was different. Maybe that’s what I should do? Think in me mind that they’re hookers.

  I always get a bit of a slaggin’ that I went to the hooker that time. We were over there for a mate of a mate’s stag weekend, and we were walkin’ home from somewhere at about four in the mornin’, and there they were, just like in the films. Girls in the windows. Blondes, brunettes, blacks, Asians; all shapes and sizes. None of the lads wanted one, but I had to. I’d never been with a bird before, and I just wanted to make sure that all me bits and pieces worked. And I wanted to see what it’d feel like.

  I went up to her and she let me in. I wouldn’t say she looked too enthusiastic about ridin’ me, which kind of put me off a bit. Anyway, I said to her how much? Fifty euro she said and put her hand out. I gave her the money and she lay me down on the bed in the tiny room behind the window where she’d been standin’. She took off me cacks and then me jocks and looked at it. Her lack of enthusiasm was puttin’ me off but she grabbed me mickey anyway and started pullin’ at it. She was reefin’ at it but it wasn’t doin’ anythin’ for me, and to be honest it sort of hurt a bit, so I asked her to take her bra off.

  She told me she wanted another twenty euro. For fuck sake, I mumbled to meself. ‘Okay,’ I said, and she put out her hand. Fuckin’ hell, she wanted the twenty spot there and then, so I had to get back up off the bed and look for where she threw me cacks and then took out another twenty from me wallet.

  She took off her top, and I did get a bit excited when I saw real tits close up. I wanted to grab them, but I knew she’d ask me for another twenty spot. Eventually I closed me eyes and lay back, but there wasn’t a whole lot happenin’ down there so I started to think about this Polish bird that worked in the Centra beside me. She was an absolute ride and thinkin’ of her never failed to get me goin’.

  When I was harder she put her mouth around me cock, but it felt more like a vacuum pipe than an actual bird’s mouth. I looked at her for a while, but it was more out of curiosity than a turn on.

  After about a minute she pulled an opened condom out of God knows where and pushed it down hard over me mickey, then got up on top of me. I closed me eyes again and thought about the bird in Centra, but it just wasn’t happenin’. I could feel meself gettin’ softer so I said to her, ‘sorry, it must be the drink’ and she got off me.

  I said sorry to her again, and she left the room, and I dressed meself in the red lights. When I got outside, the lads gave me a bit of a slaggin’ about it bein’ very quick. But I didn’t mind the slaggin’. At least they stopped calling me a virgin after that night. That at least was worth the seventy euro.

  We drive for a while but nobody’s talkin’. Danny just keeps lookin’ ahead and doesn’t look at any of us. I think he’s cryin’. The big sap. So what if she left yeh, move on like. She’s not the only bleedin’ bird in the world. I’m about to tell him this, but we pull into the car park in Temple Bar. Fuckin’ place is jam packed. Full of poxy tourists.

  ‘Where to first?’ I ask when we’re out of the car.

  ‘There,’ Nick says, pointing to a hole in the wall. ‘And don’t be shy, big man. Take out a few hundred.’

  ‘Wha’?’ I says.

  ‘Who’d you think was going to pay for your stuff?’

  ‘For fuck sake,’ I say.

  ‘The appointment’s at three in the hairdressers,’ Charlie says, ‘so that gives us an hour or so to get him some proper gear to wear.’

  ‘Why don’t you go with him, Charlie,’ Nick says, ‘and then we’ll meet up later.’

  ‘I’m not spending the whole bleedin’ afternoon with him on me own.’

  Nick nods towards Danny, who has his back to us all and is starin’ at a wall.

  ‘Fuck sake,’ Charlie says. ‘Come on then, let’s go. Just keep your bleedin’ mouth shut, right?’

  ‘You’re not the boss of me,’ I tell him.

  ‘I fucking mean it, ye bollocks.’

Nick

DANNY AND I walk into the nearest pub, sit at the bar, and I order two pints. The place is stained with the usual Saturday afternoon’s inner city primates. An elderly man with foggy eyes looks straight ahead, captivated by nothing captivating. He sits at a table near the toilets, sipping on his Guinness, and bordering on a cliché. His right arm dutifully raises and lowers his pint like the pendulum of a clock, ticking away another uneventful hour in his tragic but unspoken about life.

  A young couple, who look in their twenties but are most likely teenagers, sit two tables away from him with a pram and an unseen, unheard child separating them. On their table are two almost empty glasses of Budweiser, two packets of John Player Blue cigarettes and two mobile phones; hers pink, his with a tri-colour cover. He’s wearing a blue Dublin jersey, and his left arm sports a small black tattoo that says “Sandra”, which looks like he’s drawn himself. I wonder if she’s Sandra.

  He’s biting ferociously on his nails, and spits out the pieces, more towards rather than in the ashtray. Sandra’s phone rings to the tune of “Jingle Bells,” (it’s July), and looks at the call display before answering.

  ‘Where the fuck are ye?’ she barks into the phone, ‘we’ve been waiting for ages for ye.’

  She’s actually quite pretty, with perfectly symmetrical features. She’s thin, a little undernourished rather than fashionably thin. She has, however, about as much grace as the fifty-year-old bartender who’d served us and who hadn’t bothered to shave this morning, but her eyes are as clear as piano music and laced with all the tragedy of a violin solo. She certainly isn’t as moronic as the father of her child, but perhaps sometimes she wished she was. The only thing worse than living a fucked up life, is having the capacity to recognise just how fucked up and abysmal it truly is.

  When half of Danny’s pint is gone, the white knuckled grip on his pint starts to ease. I start off gently.

  ‘Do you think Liam’ll go through with it?’

  He finally looks at me, and with an expression that he’s unsure of what I’m talking about at first, but he eventually says, ‘no.’

  I tell him that any person is capable of doing anything so long as you catch them at the right time and the right motivation is applied. He thinks about this and then disagrees. I talk a bit about the girls from last night as we finish our pints. I order two more, and he pays.

  As the bartender puts them down in front of us and then walks away, I turn to him.

  ‘So, have you and Ruby split up?’

  ‘Don’t mention that cunt’s name to me,’ he says and grips his pint glass again.

  ‘Wow, Jesus, Danny,’ I say, ‘what happened?’

  He doesn’t say anything and I don’t push him.

  He lowers his head into his pint, as if ashamed. ‘She done the dirt on me, the bitch.’

  ‘Oh, shit. Sorry,’

  He puts his elbow on the bar and then rests his head in his hand. ‘She’s pregnant.’

  ‘Oh fuck,’ I say. I’m aware that all my exclamations of disbelief aren’t helping. ‘And it’s not yours?’

  He doesn’t say anything. The next question I have to ask. I shouldn’t. But I have to.

  ‘Did she tell whose it is?’

  He looks at me again, his eyes red. ‘If I knew who it was, do you think I’d be sitting in the pub here with you?’ He doesn’t just talk. The words seep out of his mouth like red mince from a meat grinder.

  We don’t say anything for a few minutes.

  ‘So you’ve split up now?’

  He raises his head as if a loud noise has shocked him awake. ‘Of course we’ve fucking split up.’

  The bartender looks over at us.

  ‘She wants to split up with you?’ I ask.

  ‘What?’

  ‘Did she say she wants to split up with you?’

  ‘No, but, we have. What are you talking about?’

  ‘It’s just that...’

  ‘Just what?’

  ‘It’s just that, well... Ruby... she’s a cracking bird, like.’

  ‘Nick, what the fuck are you talking about?’

  ‘Danny when you met her, we all met her at the same time. I remember the night. I think nearly every bloke in the place tried it on with her. Let’s be honest, most still do. But out of every bloke there she talked to you. I remember you walking out of the place with her phone number. It was like you were seven foot tall and on speed. And now you practically live together. There are a lot of blokes out there that would...’

  ‘Nick, what the fuck are you talking about?’

  ‘She made a mistake, Danny?’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Everyone fucks up now and again.’

  ‘You’re defending her?’

  ‘No, I’m not. I...’

  ‘You’re supposed to be telling me how much of a cunt she is. Agreeing with me.’

  ‘No, you’re right. But...’

  ‘How the fuck does someone cheat on you by mistake?’ The bartender looks over at us again. Danny is almost shouting. ‘People lose their keys by mistake. They crash their cars by mistake. They even get pregnant by mistake, I’ll give her that, but they don’t fuck somebody else by mistake.’

  ‘Are you alright there, lads,’ the bartender calls over. The young couple looks over at us. The old man doesn’t.

  ‘We’re grand,’ I tell him. ‘Sorry about that.’

  Danny is looking down into the murkiness of his pint again, his stretched knuckles covering the glass.

  Three tourists, Spanish-looking, walk in the side door, look around the bar, look at each other and then leave. The sounds of their disturbance and the slamming door settle down like dust, and the muffled din of the outside world gradually returns.

Charlie

IS IT JUST ME, or does everyone get hornier as they get older? It’s only been about six hours since I left that red head chick splayed out on her bed and I’m walking around like I’ve just been released after twelve months in Mountjoy. Having less sex doesn’t make you less horny, it’s the opposite. Just like hitting a pillow when you’re angry doesn’t take away your anger, it just makes you more pissed off. This heat ain’t helping. Or maybe it’s because at eighteen I would only have found girls aged in between sixteen to mid-twenties attractive. But now that I’m in my thirties, I’m into anything from a half decent fifty year old right back to eighteen. My spectrum of fuckable opportunities has certainly broadened considerably, making a much larger percentage of the female population a more rideable and viable possibility. Liam is trying on some more shirts, and I’m perving on all the female customers. Sometimes when I’m out walking somewhere, I’ll see a girl in her twenties with the most perfect of arses and I’ll just follow her. It’s a form of meditation for me. Why is the arse so attractive, anyway? It doesn’t make sense. What the fuck is Liam doing in there? I feel like one of those moronic-looking boyfriends sitting in a chair outside the dressing room, his bird’s shopping bags piled up around him; a look of complete disinterest emanating from his ludicrous face as he eyes up every good looking chick in the place. Wait a second. That’s exactly what I’m doing now. He’s already spent over a hundred quid on shoes and a pair of trousers, bitching to me every minute about having to part with his porno-earned cash. Christ that was embarrassing. For such a fat fucker with a gargantuan belly, the guy’s got no arse whatsoever. It’s like trying to dress a large, awkward piece of furniture. The boy’s really let himself go. Chicks used to laugh and not believe me when I told them that we’re cousins. Now they wouldn’t even believe we’re members of the same species, never mind family. And what the hell is he rabbiting on about making a porno film? Who does he think I am? When I started out in the escort agency, I was approached to do a scene in a film once. I did it for the laugh, but it was so boring I never did it again. Also I can earn in an afternoon what those guys make all day hanging around a film set shoveling in blue diamonds like they’re snacking on a packet of almonds. It’s the soft side of me, but I actually like pleasing those women. Some of them, admittedly, aren’t the most attractive ladies in the world. The only type of men they’d pick up in a bar would be at the lower end of the social pickings, and these are often powerful and professional women on over a hundred K a year. They deserve better than a married, fifty year old balding, beer bellied, sweaty, drunken loser pounding away on top of them for five minutes. They can afford the best, and they deserve the best. And I still believe that I am, if not the best, at least one of the best in my field. No matter what Richard says, I can still go head to head, no pun intended, with any of those Eastern European fuckers. I can also give my clients what the Poles have no chance of achieving. Sure, if a client just wants to be fucked and then grab a taxi for her flight home, then give Stanislav or Lukas her room number. But that’s not what I’m about. I have the touch. I can make the client feel like I’m paying them to be there. I listen to them. I nod sympathetically to their whining. I hold them. I make them realise how special they are. Sometimes I may kiss them. And often they even cry. Then, I fuck them. Richard doesn’t see that. He’s thinking short term. But he’s the one who can bring the clients in. He’s the one who has the contacts. I have to respect him for that. He’s sort of like mentor. I should text him to see how he’s getting on. I think he said the funeral was today. I didn’t even know he had a father. Well, I guess he had to have had a father, but he’s one of those people who you could never see seeking parental advice on anything, or even having a childhood as such. Like he was always that age, whatever age he is. Late fifties? It’s not that he looks young for his age, it’s just that he always looked like he was in his late fifties. A sort of Dorian Gray in reverse. 

  ‘Is this okay?’

  I turn to see Liam in a tawdry and shapeless shirt. He needs one tailor-made, but we don’t have that much time, and quite possibly they don’t have that much cloth. I want to tell him it’s fine and it’ll do, but my professionalism and forever need of perfection overtakes my laziness.

  ‘It’s shit,’ I tell him.

  His half-expectant face collapses and goes sour, which funnily enough matches his shirt now. He turns back towards the changing room.

  ‘Do you think Danny’ll be alright?’ he asks me, rather loudly, before going back inside.

  I look at him. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ I lie.

  ‘He can be too nice. That’s his problem.’

  ‘Yeah, well like they say, nice guys always finish last,’ I tell him.

  ‘Why is that?’

  ‘Why is what?’

  ‘Why do nice guys always finish last?’ he asks me.

  I look at him for a few seconds and his expression reminds me of when we were children, and none of the other kids wanted to pick him to be on their team, and he couldn’t understand why, so I’d feel sorry for him and I’d chose him.

  ‘Because they fall in love too quickly and give too much of themselves,’ I tell him, ‘and then they don’t give the girl enough time to catch up and it suffocates the girl. So she leaves him. That’s why.’

  He stares at me as if I’ve just spoken to him in French.

  ‘We should keep an eye on him, though. Hopefully he’ll be alright, but we can burn that bridge when we come to it,’ he says. ‘What are mates for, eh?’

  Maybe he’s right. Being a good friend constitutes being biased or even prejudice. Christ. Mates can tie you down just as much as a wife and kids. Poxy mates are even worse than a poxy wife. Anyway, I can’t see Ruby coming out of this smelling of roses.

  I nod at him noncommittally, but I see he wants more. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘what are mates for? What are mates for?’’

  Satisfied, he goes back into the changing cubicle, consuming its interior.

Danny

I WAS NEVER particularly fond of the word ‘cunt’. It normally spits out of its user’s mouth, and cuts the air as if shattering glass. I always found it crass, and would often cringe whenever it reared its ugly head at the behest of one of those moronic mechanics in my father’s garage. Strange then, as I listen to Nick drone on about something or other, that I find myself, almost unknowingly chanting over and over again in my mind a soothing mantra - cunt, cunt, cunt, cunt...

  My feelings are unable to be verbalised. They are like giant boulders slowly churning inside of me, their size too great to filter into my throat and be understood by mere words. Big blocks and chunks of feelings. Screaming might, no would, help, but that would only be several decibels away from a complete and utter nervous breakdown, and I have not crossed that line – at least not as yet.

  ‘Immaculate conception.’

  ‘What?’ I ask.

  ‘It’s not only a Christian phenomenon, you know. There are loads of religions from the Far East whose saviour was said to have been born of a virgin. Thousands of years even before Jesus was born. In fact, in India...’

  ‘Nick, what the fuck are you talking about?

  ‘I’m just saying that...’

  ‘That what? Ruby conceived by Immaculate Conception?’

  ‘No, of course not.’

  ‘Then, shut the fuck up, will you?’

  Nick raises his hand to the barman, who’s looking over at us.

  ‘Danny, will you keep it down?’

  ‘Or what,’ I say, ‘we’ll get thrown out of this dump? Jesus, how would I ever live with the shame?’

  The barman starts walking towards us.

  ‘Lads, I’m going to have to ask you...’

  ‘Sorry about that,’ Nick says to him, ‘we’ll keep it quiet. I’m sorry.’

  I keep my head down and say nothing. I almost want him to come out from behind the bar and try to push me out.

  ‘Tone it down a bit, Danny, will you?’ Nick whispers to me.

  ‘Well then stop shitting on about whatever it is you’re shitting on about.’

  ‘Okay, okay. I was just saying.’

  ‘Well, fucking don’t, alright?’

  ‘Alright. Jesus.’

  He takes a sip from his pint.

  ‘What the fuck is it with you and religion anyway?’ I ask him.

  ‘What do you mean?’

  ‘Why are you always going on about it?’

  ‘No, I don’t,’ he says.

  ‘Yes, you do, Nick. You’re the most religious person I know.’

  ‘Religious?’ he says, ‘what are you talking about? I’m an atheist.’

  ‘No you’re not,’ I tell him.

  ‘Of course I fucking am.’

  ‘Since when?’

  ‘Well, if you must know, since Thanksgiving Day in America ten years ago.’

  I look at him. Ever since I’ve known Nick, he has these stories he likes to tell, and in fairness they’re usually good stories. I’ve seen him hold the attention of up to twenty people one night with one of his monologues. I don’t know why he’s an atheist and to be honest, I couldn’t care less, not today anyway. But I don’t want to talk about Ruby. I don’t want to even have to think about her name.

  ‘Go on then,’ I say to him.

  ‘I was in a Denny’s restaurant over in Boston,’ he says, ‘Thanksgiving Day, as I said. I used to love Denny’s. They have them all over the States. You can order pretty much anything twenty four hours a day. Even a steak. But I always had the Spicy Mexican Chicken. Delicious stuff. My brother, Jim, his wife Bridget, Aoife and myself were there.

  ‘Anyway, the place was pretty empty as it was Thanksgiving. Except, that is of course, for us four Paddies and a handful of others. At Thanksgiving in the States all the families get together, more so than at Christmas. But there was this elderly man sitting at a table on his own, not too far from where we were. He was eating soup and some bread. In his right hand he held the spoon and in his left, the piece of bread, but his hands were so shaky that he could barely lift them off the table without a lot of the soup going all over the place. So, he’d bend his head down until he reached the point where he couldn’t lift his shaking hand anymore, or bend his head any further. Then he’d purse his lips and suck up the soup. Christ, what a sight. And what a racket he was making. Sluuuuuurp. Sluuuuuurp.

  ‘I know the world is full of poor old fuckers like him, I’ll be one myself someday, but it was Thanksgiving Day and here he was in Denny’s on his own. I mean, he must have had no one. Or else just no one gave a shit about him. So he finally finished and got up and went to pay for his meal. In those places you had to pay on the way out. So, he held the money in his shaking hands and tried to count out his bill. The girl at the register got a little impatient and reached out to help him.

  ‘“You have a nice day now, sir,” she said and gave him one of those big, perfect teeth, false smiles that they’re gifted at, and left him standing there with a pile of change in his hand.

  ‘So he goes to leave, but at the door they have one of those vending machines with soft toys in them. You know the ones? You put in a dollar and try to stop the claw at the right spot to pick up a bear worth fifty cents.

  ‘Well this one had yellow birds in it. Big, dopey looking yellow birds. The old man looked in their direction as he passed, and perhaps he made eye contact with one of them or they reminded him of something he once got for his kids, I don’t know, but either way, he stopped. Without taking his gaze off them, he reached back into his pocket and pulled out the few dollar bills that the girl had given him as his change. So he straightened out a dollar and stuck it into the machine.

  ‘The robotic arm came to life, and charged off towards the centre of the birds. With his shaking hand he hit the button. The arm dropped down and of course, as you’d expect, came up empty clawed. You’d think at his age, he’d have more sense. But anyway, he tried again. After his third try, he looked down at the last few dollar bills in his hand, then looked again at the yellow birds behind the glass staring out at him. I think he knew he shouldn’t be wasting his money on crap like that. I don’t think it was even the poxy toy that he wanted. Just the momentary feeling of success. A small reminder of some past glory or even happiness.

  ‘At that moment I closed my eyes and said, “God, if you do exist, please help this old bastard, and I’ll never doubt you again.” I looked up then and saw him putting another dollar into the machine. The arm moved across slower this time, and he pressed the button. The claw dived down and grabbed a bird by its neck, and lifted it up so that it flew above all the others, as if soaring to its freedom. But then, as soon as it started to move back across, it dropped down like a shot pheasant, as if the machine were mocking him, and as if God himself were mocking me. The poor old guy tried three more times and eventually left.’

  ‘And?’ I asked.

  ‘And that was it,’ he said, taking a mouthful from his pint. ‘I figured that if God couldn’t answer a simple request from one of his followers, albeit a doubtful follower, then what possible persuasion can he exercise on events for the millions of his devout and loyal fans?’

  ‘But I thought you said you were an atheist?’

  ‘Yeah?’

  ‘But it’s not that you don’t believe in God,’ I told him, ‘you’re just pissed off with him for being such an incompetent project manager.’

  ‘No, I didn’t... What I meant was...’

  He reaches out for his pint glass, but then turns back to me and is about to say something when the door of the pub opens. The heat and the light from the sun invades the pub’s interior. When the two figures in its entrance step in and close the door, Liam and Charlie stand there as if they were two invaders having descended from outer space.

Ruby

GRAFTON STREET is finally starting to thin out. This may be my fifth time down it today. I feel a mess, and no doubt look a mess. People seem to clear a path for me. Late shoppers and early drinkers. It’s still bright and warm but the energy of the street is changing with the fading light. I feel so tired but can’t face going back to my apartment alone. I want to call somebody, but who? Danny? No way. My parents? They’ll know there’s something wrong straight away. Friends here? They’ll tell me I should go home. Friends in the States? They’ll tell me I should stay here. Him? No.

  Why did I tell Danny? It would have been so much easier not to. Then what? Then I’d be my mother. A cheater. A liar. As I grew up, in my heart I always knew. My jet black hair. My height. We used to laugh about it, even my mother. I think my dad always suspected as well, but didn’t say anything. Then I got a letter when I was in college. A letter with the truth. My ‘real’ dad. I wasn’t enjoying college so I quit. I over reacted. Cursed my mother for lying to me. Took out my savings and came to Ireland to find him.

  I guess I was expecting Liam Neeson to answer the door, but instead a middle-aged man with a beer belly told me his story, my story. ‘Why now?’ I asked him. He’d been asking my mother for a connection with me for years, even some photos, but she had always refused. He said he had no choice. But you always have a choice.

  I knew that before I told Danny. I didn’t want my child to start its life on a lie. I don’t love my dad in the States any less, but my mom played us for fools. We’ve just gotten back to non-confrontational conversations in the last month. She was about my age when she got pregnant with me. But she was married, that’s different. No, not really. She barely even knew the guy she had the affair with. I did know mine. Does that make it better or worse?

  Secretly, I think my mom will get a kick out of it. After all the shit I put her through last year, here I am where she once was. I guess that’s why I told Danny. Because she never did. But how did I expect Danny to react? For him to forgive me? Perhaps I always thought of him as a softer, gentler soul. He certainly showed me. Maybe if I give him a little time, he’ll accept what has happened. Trouble is, I don’t have that much time. I’ve got to make a decision soon. Stay or leave.

  Suffolk Street is busy. As the evening light dissolves, the lights of the pubs grow stronger, their music growing louder, seeping out to the streets, as if reclaiming them from the daylight and the shoppers. Maturity going home. Youth arriving in. The tide going in and out. The smell from the restaurants, the babel of chatter. All this is over for me now. It’s no longer a part of me. I’ve been swept away by another stream. I don’t feel a part of it any more. This new life inside me has killed my old life. And my youth.

  I wish I still had a hand to hold though. Someone to help guide me, or at least for us to hold each other up when we stumble or fall. I miss you, Danny. My Danny. You would have walked ahead of me, stretching back to hold my hand, clearing the way as if I were nine months pregnant. What a great dad you would have made. What a fool I’ve been. All the time I’d hear the gossip of others saying I’m too good for you. Turns out you were too good for me. Go figure that one, you fuckers.

  I take out my phone. No messages. Even my phone seems lonely. I thought he’d...

  Anyway, I’ve got to be in work at nine. I still have time to shower and change. I look down at my phone again and unlock it. Danny’s last message to me yesterday – ‘See you soon, babe x’. I type out a quick message without thinking – ‘Can I see you? I love you’, but then delete the last three words.

  A bus pulls up to the sidewalk in front of me. The doors open and a gang of sixteen going on twenty-six year olds gets off. They swarm past me, their perfumes intoxicating and the bus roars away, the heat from its engine almost burning my face. I look up into the sky and for a moment I can’t catch my breath. Someone blows cigarette smoke and I inhale it and my head gets dizzy and I can’t feel the ground...

  I wake up and there’s a small crowd around me. ‘Are you okay?’ someone asks. I try to get up. ‘Let her get some air.’

  ‘Thank you,’ I say to the man helping me to stand. ‘I’m fine.’

  ‘Do you want an ambulance?’

  I feel so embarrassed. ‘No. I’m fine now, thank you.’

  I lean against the wall. A bottle of water is handed to me. ‘Thank you, I’m fine. I’m sorry.’

  ‘She went down like a sack of potatoes,’ a woman says.

  ‘She’s lucky she didn’t go under the bus,’ a man says.

  ‘Thank you. I’m fine,’ I tell them and try to muster a smile of appreciation for them.

  They start to disperse, so I sit down on a window ledge.

  An old lady leans into me and whispers, ‘are you pregnant, love?’

  I nod. She smiles. ‘Well then call that fella of yours. They’re useless most of the time, but they have their uses when they’re needed.’

  I attempt a smile, and she pats me on the shoulder.

  I look down at my hand still clutching the phone. I raise it to me, and see the message still there. A few drops fall onto the screen as I retype ‘I love you’, and press SEND.

Liam

BY THE TIME we get back to Nick and Danny in the pub, I’m absolutely gaggin’ for a pint.

  ‘Save it for tonight,’ Nick says, and knocks back his drink. Danny’s phone beeps, and he reads the message. He looks like he’s had a few pints, but there’s no way anyone’s going to suggest that they drive his car.

  ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ he says.

  When they drop me off at me house, they tell me that they’ll be back at seven for me. That gives me nearly two hours, so I walk around the corner to the chipper for some fish and chips and then cross the road into Murphy’s for a pint. There are only a few people there, but I see me Uncle Jack sitting on his own at a table in the corner. He has a newspaper spread out in front of him and he’s watching the horse racin’ on the telly. Me mam told me that he had a girlfriend for years when he was young but that after she left him, he never went out with anyone else. He must be about sixty now. I wave over to him and he nods his head back at me. I don’t think he even recognises me. I’d fuckin’ hate to end up like him. But I probably will. 

  After a couple of pints in there, I’m hungry again so I get another bag of chips and go home. I’ve forgotten that I’d had me hair cut short and me beard shaved off. Anyways, when I walk in the back door, me ma’s in the kitchen and she screams and drops a plate.

  ‘Maureen,’ me da calls from the sittin’ room. ‘What’s wrong in there?’

  I’m not sure what’d take for me da to get up out of that chair but a scream and a smashin’ plate obviously doesn’t quite do it for him.

  ‘Liam?’ me ma says, ‘is that you?’

  I know I haven’t shaved in ten years or more but when does a mother not recognise her own son?

  ‘Of course it’s bleedin’ me,’ I tell her and head up to me room. 

  This’ll be the second night that I’m missin’ from downloadin’ all me films. I’m goin’ to have a lot of catching up to do tomorrow. A part of me is sort of glad of the bit of a break away from the computers. The doorbell rings just as I throw all me gear onto me unmade bed. Bollocks.

  ‘Maureen,’ I hear me da call. ‘There’s someone at the door.’ He’s the brains of their little operation. The doorbell rings again. Impatient prick.

  I wanted to have a bath but there’s no time now. Fuck it. I’ll just wipe meself with a towel. I can feel all those little hairs itching at the back of me neck.

  ‘Oh, Charlie,’ I hear me mother swoon. ‘What a lovely surprise. Come in, come in.’

  I can hear him fluster and give some excuse why he can’t but he knows he’s fucked. Delighted for the prick. It’ll give me a chance to change.

  ‘Okay, but only for a second, Aunty Maureen.’

  ‘Will you have a quick cup of tea?’ she asks him.

  Will he fuck, I says to meself.

  I walk into the kitchen after about ten minutes. Charlie looks at me like he could burst me.

  ’Your uncle Pat and I went to a play once,’ me ma’s telling him. ‘Now what was it called?’

  ‘Ah sure, here’s Liam now,’ Charlie says.

  ‘Pat,’ me ma screams into me da. ‘What was the name of that play we went to?’

  ‘What?’ he calls back.

  ‘That play once that we went to?’

  ‘I never went to any play,’ he calls back.

  ‘You did,’ she says. ‘You won two tickets for it in a raffle in your job and you couldn’t get anyone to go with you.’

  ‘Anyway, Aunty Maureen,’ Charlie interrupts, ‘sure, we’d better be going.’

  ‘What are you talking about?’ me da calls back.

  ‘The play.’

  ‘What bleedin’ play?’

  ‘Ma, we have to head off,’ I says.

  ‘A few years back,’ she screams back into him, and then turns to Charlie. ‘I’m not surprised he doesn’t remember. Sure he fell asleep halfway through. Snored his head off for nearly an hour and a half. Mortified, I was.’

  ‘I never went to any play,’ me da screams.

  I grab Charlie by the arm and lift him up.

  ‘See you later, Ma,’ I says and march Charlie towards the door.

  ‘All the best Aunty Maureen. Bye now Uncle Pat.’

  ‘You’re makin’ a liar of me,’ me ma says into me da.

  I slam the door shut and can see Danny and Nick in the car waitin’ for us.

  ‘I told you to be ready,’ Charlie says to me.

  ‘I was ready. I didn’t know you were going to have a little chat with me ma.’

  We walk over to the car. ‘It wasn’t me who... the fucking state of that shirt. Did you not iron it?’

  ‘No,’ I says. ‘Why do I need to iron it? It’s brand new.’

  ‘Look at the creases in it.’

  ‘I don’t think we even have a fuckin’ iron.’

  If it wasn’t still so warm, I would’ve worn me jacket. Nick is sittin’ in the front. Danny looks like he’s got two years older. We’re all wearin’ different clothes except him. I don’t know the details but it’s obvious that Ruby’s dumped him. As if everyone didn’t see that one comin’. I’ve been sayin’ it for ages. She was out of his league from the word go. God, as if he wasn’t a bit of a depressin’ bollocks before this.

  We head out to the Odeon. All the windows are down. Danny’s not playin’ any music, but it’s kind of alright to listen to the traffic and the wind. I’m happy to get a bit of fresh air. Me belly feels a bit off but it’s not hunger. I think it’s nervousness. I haven’t felt that for years.

  I used to deliver post to this clothes shop in the village. This girl that worked there was always real friendly to me. I thought she liked me but I could never get up the nerve to say any more than a few words to her. She had short blonde hair, was real pretty and always smelt lovely. On Tuesdays and Thursdays she didn’t start till ten, so I used to hang on to the post and wait until she got into work and then give it to them.

  After about six months, I still didn’t have the nerve to ask her out, so I wrote her a letter and put me telephone number on it. The next day, her boss called and told me not to be harassin’ her staff. I was mortified. I started going straight to their shop first after that, before they arrived for work, and puttin’ the post in the letter box. Then I was transferred to the DMC.

  I never asked a girl out after that. And now tonight I’ve to ask loads of them. How many will I have to? Ten? A hundred? Jesus. I’ve changed me mind. I wish I was back in me room, downloadin’ me movies and eatin’ a Chinese. How the fuck did I let them talk me into this? I’ll tell them I feel sick. I do feel sick. Or I could do a runner. If I just ask a couple of girls maybe that’ll be enough. I wish I hadn’t shaved me beard off. It might have cushioned the punches later on. Bollocks.

Nick

A MOON, so bright that it scorches the tips of the grey clouds, shines down on the over-perfumed and under-dressed crowd that clings to the outside wall of the nightclub like multi-coloured ivy. We pass the bouncers trying, as always, not to make eye contact. Their broad menacing stances, not dissimilar in stature to your average vending machine, although more often than not lacking its numerical and alphabetical capabilities. We fight our way through the arteries of pulsating bodies to a small balcony overlooking the heart of the club. Above the dance floor, a huge disco ball hangs, spraying out laser like streams of purple, blue and gold onto the shuffling arm swaying mass below.

  Charlie goes to the bar and comes back with four drinks. By the time I’ve taken a sip from my pint and then found a table to rest it on, Liam has downed his vodka and Red Bull in one go. He does look good though. Charlie has done a job on him that would make Oprah weep.

  ‘I need another one,’ he says, and heads over to the bar.

  ‘We’d better keep an eye on him,’ I tell the others.

  The crowd is a bit younger than I’d hoped for. Whatever chances I would have given him in a crowd our own age, it’s considerably less now. At least we won’t be bumping into anyone we know. I hate meeting old school friends or people who I haven’t seen in twenty years. We’re both reminders to each other of that failed and awkward little person we once were and of how little we’ve changed.

  I haven’t been with many girls since Aoife. Charlie has set me up a few times but it’s nearly always a disaster. I’ve just no interest in that side of things. I had a one night stand with a girl from Galway, but the next day I just felt worse. 

  ‘Will we mingle a bit?’ Charlie asks, smiling.

  ‘No, we won’t fucking mingle,’ I shout at him. ‘I know it goes against all your instincts, Charlie, but let’s try and stick together tonight. We’re here for Liam.’

  ‘What’s the fuck’s that supposed to mean?’ he asks.

  ‘I’m just saying, let’s stick together for once, rather than you going off and making sure you get laid.’

  ‘It’s not my fault I’m the only one who can score.’

  ‘I score plenty,’ I tell him.

  ‘Yeah, when you’re with me, and you get the friend of the one I’m with.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Doesn’t matter.’

  ‘Are you saying,’ I ask him, ‘that I get the dredges of whatever you don’t want?’

  ‘Well?’

  ‘Well what?’

  ‘Well, don’t ye?’

  ‘I don’t fucking believe I’m hearing this,’ I say.

  ‘Lads, for God’s sake,’ Danny butts in.

  ‘Look,’ Charlie says to me, ‘that’s not what I meant. I’m sorry.’

  ‘Ask me bollocks, Byrne,’ I tell him.

  With that, Liam comes back with what looks like a double vodka. He’s too wrapped up in his own nervousness to notice the change of mood in our group. We sip on our drinks in silence. The music bounces off the walls around us.

  ‘Are we going to do this or not?’ Danny finally asks.

  ‘What do you mean “we”?’ Liam says.

  ‘Wait a minute,’ Charlie says, making eye contact with me. ‘How do we know he’s going to say what we told him to?’

  ‘What the fuck else am I going to say?’ Liam almost laughs.

  I still have a lump of anger in me, but it’ll have to wait for another time. ‘He has a point,’ I agree. ‘One of us will have to stand near him so we can hear him.’

  ‘I’ll do it,’ Charlie says quickly.

  ‘No, I should do it,’ Danny protests, ‘it was my idea to do it.’

  ‘We’ll all take turns,’ I tell them. They’re happy about this and Charlie even rubs his hands in anticipation.

  ‘Okay, but I’m going first,’ Danny says.

  ‘I’m second,’ Charlie shouts out, raising his arm into the air like a child in a classroom.

  Liam begins to take deep breaths, and I see a couple of lines of sweat run slowly down both sides of his face.

  ‘I feel sick,’ he mumbles.

  ‘Where’s your usual aplomb, Liam?’ Danny asks.

  ‘A plum?’ Liam asks, ‘what the fuck are you talking about?’

  I take the glass out of Liam’s hand. ‘Give me that and listen to me. Let’s get this over with. The longer you take, the worse it’s going to get.’

  He takes another long look around him. Charlie, and even Danny, are starting to get a little eager, smiling at each other in anticipation. I look around the club, and spot a dark, curly haired girl sitting at a table on her own not too far from us.

  ‘Start over there,’ I tell him as I point at her. He looks over at her and then his head drops down like a cord has been cut above him.

  ‘I can’t do it,’ he says to the ground, and shakes his head.

  ‘Ah, Jesus,’ I say.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ he almost cries. ‘I just can’t do it.’

  Charlie steps forward and shouts at him, ‘you are doing it. Cop on to yourself for fuck sake.’

  ‘I can’t, I can’t.’ He’s almost in tears now. Charlie, Danny and I look at each other. We’re all a little shocked to be honest. Here’s someone who’s watched women shagging more times than the three of us put together, and he won’t even walk up to a girl and say hi. We look at him, half sobbing to himself for a while.

  Eventually Danny steps up. ‘Christ Almighty, Liam. Just start for fuck’s sake. Once you get going it’ll be easier. The first one is half the battle.’

  Liam raises his head and turns to look at the girl. It finally looks like Danny’s self-help books are starting to pay off. Liam makes the slightest baby step to the right. Then another. We all hold our breaths as if a winning goal is almost a certainty.

  And then, like a truly dedicated loser, he gives up. His size and bulk appear even larger and heavier than they normally do. As if the whole building could fall down around him and he’d be the only thing standing alone in the rubble. His head bends down. His shoulders stoop. I lie to myself and say he’s not weeping.

  I’ve never seen anything so abysmally pathetic before. I want to smack him right now, right here and just go home.

Charlie

IT’S FUNNY THAT while Liam is using all the willpower he can muster to walk up to a girl and convince them to sleep with him, I’m using all my willpower not to. Being able to walk into any nightclub or pub or any room for that matter, and knowing you can sleep with any girl in there, whether she has a boyfriend or even a husband, well, there’s a certain power in that. Like a kind of superpower, I guess.

  ‘I can’t do it,’ Liam whines.

  What a fucking joke. Two girls are staring over at him. I don’t feel angry with him. I’m simply embarrassed. Mortified if anyone should see us. Well not him, me. I can’t imagine it’ll take much longer before those goon-bouncers come over. If I had known Liam had such a problem with talking to girls, I could have helped him out a bit. He only had to ask. I see Nick take a step towards him. His fist is clenched. That’s not going help matters. I’ll try to convince Liam first before it’s all over. I reach out and put my hand on Nick’s arm. He spins his head around and looks at me, and for more than a second I think he’s going to hit me instead. His eyes are full of anger, and it takes a couple of moments of us staring at each other before the intensity in his eyes simmers somewhat. I take my hand off Nick, and grab a hold of Liam’s new but unironed shirt.

  ‘Come on,’ I shout at him, and drag him after me. He comes along willingly as I push my way through the crowd, holding his arm with one hand as if towing an over-sized lorry behind me. Danny and Nick follow. I shove open the door of the toilets. There’s a toilet attendant handing some guy a paper towel as we come in, and they both take a step back. Grabbing Liam, I slam him up against the wall, harder than I had intended. The guy drying his hands runs out, and the attendant gathers up his coins but stays. Danny and Nick stand either side of me.

  I turn my head back to both of them. ‘So, who wants to go first?’ I ask.

  Liam looks up, realising I hadn’t brought him in for a pep talk.

  ‘I do,’ Nick says.

  ‘Wait a minute,’ Liam says.

  I ignore him. ‘Okay, Nick,’ I say, ‘Liam raise your head so that Nick doesn’t break your nose. Trust me, that’s pain you just don’t want.’

  I step to the side to allow Nick to stand in front of him.

  ‘Take it easy, lads,’ the toilet attendant calls over.

  Danny turns around to him. ‘Stay out of this and shut the fuck up.’

  Nick and I look at Danny and then at each other.

  Liam has raised his hands to his face and has started sobbing.

‘Alright, then,’ he mumbles from behind his hands, ‘I’ll do it. I’ll do it.’

Danny grabs him and pushes him hard against the wall again. I’ve never seen him so wound up. ‘Are you going to do it this time?’ he yells at him.

‘Yes, I’ll do it. I’ll do it.’

A few more guys have come in and are staring at us, not sure whether to go back out or stay for the craic.

‘Do you remember what you have to say?’ Danny continues.

‘Yes, yes,’ Liam whimpers.

‘Say it then,’

Liam takes his hands down from his face and wipes his eyes.

‘Say it,’ Danny shouts at him.

‘I think you’re very cute,’ he mumbles through his tears, ‘would you like to come home with me?’

Well, Nick and I nearly piss ourselves laughing. I know I should feel sorry for him, being my cousin and all, but just to see him in the toilet reduced to a mere shadow of his twenty two stone self is simply comical. It’s as if he’s being forced across a bridge that he’s tried unsuccessfully to cross on his own for the last twenty years.

‘What?’ Danny shouts at him again. ‘I can’t hear you.’

‘I think you’re very cute. Would you like to come home with me?’

Someone behind us sniggers. Danny turns around and tells him to ‘shut the fuck up, you,’ which he obeys.

‘Are you ready then?’ Danny asks Liam. Liam nods. ‘Let’s do it, then,’ he says a little more encouragingly, and straightens Liam’s shirt collars.

Nick holds open the door, and I slap Liam on the shoulders and he follows him back outside. Danny walks over to the bathroom attendant and throws a coin into the guy’s tip tray. He chooses the Calvin Klein aftershave and sprays it on himself liberally. I walk behind him, and look at his reflection in the mirror. He doesn’t look at me.

‘You okay, mate?’ I ask him.

He puts the aftershave down but continues staring at himself

‘What do you think?’ he says, and then walks out ahead of me.

Danny

AS I OPEN the door to the toilets and walk back outside, the music attacks me from all sides like a swarm of bees. I feel Charlie slap me on the back as we walk back to where we were. He’s all hands, Charlie. Always has to be touching something or someone.

Nick is giving Liam some words of encouragement as if he’s in the corner of a ring with a boxer. ‘Go Nike on this Liam. Just fucking do it. Let’s go.’

‘The curly haired brunette with no tits is still over there,’ Charlie tells him.

‘Come on, big man,’ I say to him. ‘I’m going to go over and stand beside her.’

He takes a few deep breaths with his eyes closed as if about to attempt a bungee jump. I walk over as nonchalantly as possible to the girl. She looks a little rougher close up than from a distance but never mind. Liam is still going through a whole deep breathing exercise. He finally takes one deep breath, then twists around on his heels. He charges so fast that he ploughs straight into a lounge girl, knocks her sideways and sends her tray of drinks smashing to the floor.

She lets rip into him and he just stands there in shock. His shirt is now wet with some of the splash back from the tray. I can see him murmur a few words to her, but she just pushes him hard in the chest and storms off. He looks up, not sure what to do. Nick points over to where I am, directing Liam to carry on.

He takes another breath and starts again. I can see Charlie put his hand onto Nick’s shoulder as they both watch him walk away. They can hardly contain themselves with the excitement. Liam is charging at me like a bull; his eyes locked on the girl sitting near me. His face is contorted as if he’s in pain. I can almost hear the soundtrack to Jaws playing in my head.

I look down at the girl and as if sensing the impending danger, like a rabbit smelling a fox, she raises her head up and looks around. Liam is still at full speed as she turns and looks directly at him. He stops dead.

Fuck.

‘Sharon.’ One of her friends calls her and she looks away. Liam continues to stare at her. Nick and Charlie are open mouthed, looking at him. His shoulders fall ever so slightly and he turns back around towards them.

Nick’s expression turns to anger. As Liam is walking back to them, Nick makes a fist and slams it into his other hand, then points back towards the girl. Liam stops again. Charlie points at her as well. Liam turns and looks over at her and then at me. For several seconds I think he’s going to make a run for the exit. I’m sure the thought crosses his mind.

He closes his eyes again, takes another deep breath and marches back towards the girl. Nick makes a fist in the air. Charlie clasps his hands together and almost hides his face behind them, as if he were watching a horror movie. In a way, he is. The girl senses Liam again, but this time she’s too late. He’s already almost on top of her. I lean over quickly to listen, and nearly fall over the table.

I hear him mumble something but it’s incoherent with the music.

‘What did you say?’ she shouts up at him.

I hear him mumble again, and I can just about make out, ‘...do you want to come home with me?’

She looks him up and down for a second. ‘Piss off, fatso,’ she shouts and turns away from him. Now that, I heard. What a bitch.

Liam’s expression doesn’t even register any shock. He simply nods and starts to walk off to another table. Nick and Charlie are looking over at me. I’d hardly call the incident an overwhelming success story, but I have no choice but to give them both a thumbs up. They jump a little in celebration and all previous arguments are obviously forgotten as they hug each other. I take off after Liam.

I can hear his monotone proposal to each girl, but it sounds more like he was asking them if they want salt and vinegar on their chips, than he’s asking them to copulate with him. The music is loud, and I don’t think a lot of the girls can even hear him properly.

The first two girls just look at him in disbelief and then turn away. The third girl isn’t too bad - ‘not tonight honey.’ The fourth is a little harsher – ‘dream on tubby.’ The fifth is brutal. She bursts into laughter and screams at her friends, - ‘did ye hear what he just said to me, the dirty prick?’ She then tells them and they all laugh at him. He walks away slowly, a look of utter dejection on his face. I want to go over to him and tell him to stop, but watching him is somewhat like the involuntary desire of watching the victims of a car crash as you drive by.

Generally, the less attractive girls give him the worst time, quite plausibly because no one has ever said anything like that to them before, and they’re too embarrassed and don’t know what else to say. He goes through about another six or seven girls. I have to hand it to the guy, there aren’t that many men who can take that much sheer rejection and still soldier on. It’s as if he’s doing it as a sort of self-penance for all the times he had wanted to approach a girl over the last twenty years and hadn’t had the guts to do it.

I feel a tap on my shoulder, and turn to see Charlie. ‘What are they saying to him?’ he shouts into my ear.

‘It’s brutal, man,’ I tell him. ‘Brutal.’

‘It’s my turn,’ he says and practically pushes me out of the way.

Liam

‘I’M SORRY. What did you say?’

I stopped countin’ after the sixth or seventh girl. That is to say, I lost count after the sixth or seventh. But it’s been about twenty now. Possibly more. I can’t see Danny. He must of got bored. What’s worse is, a lot of the times, like this one, they can’t even hear me, and I have to repeat meself. So that makes it more like fifty times then.

This one is sittin’ on her own, but the table is full of drinks. She has blonde hair. She’s sort of pretty. The pretty ones are a bit nicer, but not always. Her clothes are a bit baggy. Loose.

The other three have fucked off for all I know. I say me piece to her.

‘I didn’t hear what you said,’ she says to me.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ I tell her.

‘Well, it kind of does,’ she says and stares up at me.

She might call the bouncers for harassin’ her. ‘I said,’ I say to her, ‘I think you’re very cute. Would you like to come home with me?’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought you said,’ she says. ‘How much did they bet you to say that to me?’

I look down at her. ‘Twenty euro?’ she asks.

I don’t answer.

‘Fifty?’

I just stare at her like a goon.

‘My friends gave you a hundred euro to tell me I’m cute?’

‘No, no it’s not like that,’ I tell her.

‘What’s it like then?’

Not for the first time tonight, I don’t have a clue what to say. I open my mouth as usual but nothin’ comes out.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble to her and walk away. I decide to finish. I’ll look for the others. First I’m going to get a drink. As I walk away from the girl though, I get a bad feelin’ in me belly. There was somethin’ about the way she looked at me. I stop. She wasn’t angry or embarrassed like the others. She just looked, kind of sad. Like she was goin’ to cry.

‘I did it for a dare alright, but it wasn’t for money.’ She looks up at me again. ‘I don’t want you thinkin’ that it’d take a bloke money to have to talk to you or anythin’ like that. I’m mean, you’re gorgeous. I’m sure every bloke in this place would love to... you know... be with yeh, like. I just don’t want you to get the wrong impression or anythin’.’

She keeps looking at me. She has nice green eyes. I nod at her. As I walk away, she grabs me by the sleeve.

‘No wait,’ she says and smiles at me. Not many girls have ever smiled at me before. It’s nice.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘I was a bit rude to you. It’s been a rough day, you know.’

She lets go of me shirt. ‘That’s okay,’ I says, ‘I know what you mean. No harm done.’

I’m not sure if she wants me to shake her hand or somethin’, like mates from school who just had a fight. I walk away but she grabs me shirt again.

‘You see,’ she says, but she’s not lookin’ at me now. ‘My boyfriend left me a couple of weeks ago, and well, you know yourself, it kind of throws you off balance a little.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her.

‘You’re sorry. I’m sorry. My mum’s sorry. My friends are sorry. Everybody’s sorry.’

I know I should go but I don’t. ‘If you weren’t in the mood, then why did you come out?’ I ask her.

She looks straight into me eyes again. ‘My friends thought it would help cheer me up.’

‘Where are they?’

‘Over there,’ she says and nods at two girls chattin’ and flirtin’ with two guys.

‘So why don’t you just go home then?’ I ask her.

‘You ask a lot of questions, don’t you?’

‘Sorry about that.’

‘And you apologise a lot too.’

‘I know. Sorry.’

She laughs. I smile at her laugh, but I still feel a little uncomfortable talkin’ to her. No, that’s not true. I like talkin’ to her. I just don’t like the silences in between.

‘What happened between you and the other fella?’

‘Well,’ she says, ‘since you ask, and to be totally honest, which is not somethin’ I’ve done lately, he said I’d put on a lot of weight since last year. That I’m not the girl I once was.’

‘I’ve put on a few pounds meself in the last year,’ I tell her.

She throws her head back and laughs loudly. A few girls have done that to me this evenin’, but this is different.

‘No honest,’ I say. ‘I was only about seventeen stone this time last year.’

She laughs again.

‘You wouldn’t have recognised me.’

This time we both laugh.

‘Listen, I better go so,’ I tell her. ‘I hope everythin’ works out for you. It usually does.’

‘Thanks, you’re sweet,’ she replies. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Liam.’

‘I’m Julie,’ she says and reaches out her hand to me. I shake it. It’s very soft. I’ve never touched a hand that soft before.

I take a couple of steps away. ‘So, Liam,’ she calls to me.

‘Yeah?’

‘Do you honestly think I’m cute?’

I walk back to her. ‘Yeah, I do. Very cute in fact.’

I stare down at her face. I’m not too shy to look at her now. Her eyes are green and she has a nice nose, but it’s her mouth I like the most. Not too red and not too pale. She smiles at me, and that makes me feel nice so I smile back.

She reaches under the table and pulls out a small stool and puts it in front of me.

‘Want to sit down?’ she asks me.

It’s a very small stool. I sit on it and pray to fuck it doesn’t collapse under me.

Ruby

I HOPED DANNY would show up tonight, but in my heart I knew he wouldn’t. That didn’t stop me from glancing at the door every few minutes. I kept expecting to look up and see him there smiling sheepishly at me. Or angrily would have been fine too. Sometimes the impossibility of hope is more powerful than the logic of reason. No, not sometimes. Always.

I feel every minute of my shift go by and my tummy expanding as the night goes on. Self-consciously I rest my hand across it, but that only draws more attention to it, which makes me want to hide it more.

How many nights have I worked here? How many drinks have I poured? How many people have I helped to get drunk? I loved it once. Moving to the music. Taking five orders at once. Showing off. The lights across my face; my reflection in the bar mirror. Boys and girls flirting with me. Me flirting back. Loving myself. Ricky smiling his appreciation for my work. We both knowing he’s lucky to have me. I loved it once. And once was only last week.

Now I want to go home. I want everyone here to go home. I can’t even comprehend why they’re here when they could be at home.

I’m slow tonight. Thank God Ricky asked Colin to work. He’s taking the extra weight off me, but it’s costing me his dirty looks. Be a man and say something or cut out the bitch looks you’re giving me. He’ll complain to Ricky behind my back later. Every month or two he drinks too much after work and makes a pass at me. He has a girlfriend and a two year old son. I’ve never told Danny, as I know he’ll do something crazy, and I’ve never told Ricky, because I’d rather just get on with my job. I’m hoping he tries tonight, because I’ll break his fucking arm. It’ll give me something to look forward to at the end of my shift.

I miss my dad. He’s a big softy but by God you don’t wanna do something to upset his little girl. What was it Oscar Wilde said about girls marrying men like their fathers? Or was it Freud? Doesn’t matter. Either way, Danny reminds me a lot of him. Respectful yet proud. Open yet protective.

I was hoping Danny and I could go back to Santa Barbara for the fall. Sort things out with my folks. They’d love Danny. He’s not my usual type, and they never liked any of them much. Maybe drive up the One to Frisco. Stop at Monterey. Drink cold beers till they throw us out of the bar, then make love on the beach. Make him so goddamn happy, he’ll never want to leave.

‘Are you alright?’ Ricky says to me.

I turn my head away from him and wipe my eyes. ‘I’m fine,’ I tell him.

‘Is your stomach upset?’

I suck in my tummy. ‘No. Why?’

‘You’re holding it a lot. Are you sick?’

‘No, it’s just...’ I place my hand across it.

‘Oh, I see,’ he says but he doesn’t see. ‘Why don’t you go sit down in the canteen for a while? Have a cup of tea or something?’

Colin has been leaning over listening to us. ‘Jesus, Ricky,’ he butts in, ‘it’s hard enough even with the three of us.’

‘It’s okay, Colin, we’ll be fine.’

‘Fucking hell. We’ll never manage just the two of us.’

‘You’re right. You and I will struggle a bit, but Ruby and I could manage just fine on our own.’

Colin just stands there not sure what to say. ‘Go back to work Colin,’ he says and then turns back to me. Colin walks away.

‘How many weeks are you?’ Ricky asks, nodding at my stomach.

‘Oh, no, it’s nothing like that...’ I tell him.

He raises his eyebrows at me. ‘I’ve got five older sisters, Ruby, and they’ve thirteen kids between them.’

I lower my head. ‘About eight or nine weeks,’ I tell him.

‘Does Danny know?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How’d he take it?’

I don’t answer him.

‘That bad, huh?’ he asks.

‘It’s complicated.’

‘It always is at first. But these things seem to work themselves out.’

‘I’m not so sure this time, Ricky, but thanks.’

‘Now go sit down for a while,’ he says. ‘I’d better get back before Colin starts crying.’

I laugh. ‘Thanks.’

I slowly make my way through the crowd. I’m bumped and pushed but I protect my baby like a quarterback crossing the end zone. I punch in the code for the ‘Staff Only’ door and follow the corridor down to the canteen.

Even with the door closed I can still hear the muffled music vibrating through the room, like the cackling incoherent noise of an almost tuned in radio. I fill the kettle and switch it on, then I almost collapse into the chair. Every part of me hurts; my back, my head, even my ass. Jesus, what’s it going to be like at seven or eight months? I think of The Clash – “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” The kettle pops off, the steam filling the small room.

I don’t want to get back up. I know I should make some tea, but I feel so tired. Just so fucking exhausted. Are you even allowed to drink tea when you’re pregnant? Or is it coffee? Christ, Ruby, you haven’t a fucking clue, girl.

There was this soap opera named after my hometown, Santa Barbara, and my girlfriends and I used to watch re-runs on NBC after school. Every couple of months there would be a surprise pregnancy and the actual father was invariably an enigma. We loved it. Beautiful families, the best furnishings and blue skies. Not dissimilar to our own lives actually, but without all the drama.

If those girls could see me now; alone in a tiny canteen, music pounding at the door, the small trash can overflowing with garbage, a used tea bag in the sink and all overlooked by a single hundred watt bulb dangling above. I have the drama, but without the aesthetics. And certainly without my friends or my family.

I guess that’s my decision made. I look down at my tummy and place my hand gently over it. Danny, I’m sorry. I can only give you until Monday, then I gotta move on. I’m so sorry, dude. I gotta look after number one, and neither you nor me is number one any more.

Nick

CHARLIE HAS A despondent look as he approaches us.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask him.

‘I think he’s clicked,’ he says.

‘What?’ Danny says. ‘How did that happen?’

It’s obvious that none of us had considered the possibility that he might actually get a positive result. All three of us stare in silence across the nightclub at him chatting and laughing with the girl, unaware of the six eyes now boring into the back of his head.

It’s still quite warm when we go outside. I lean against the wall and blow smoke up at the moon. It’s so calm that the smoke hangs above me in an almost lung-shape. Cars on the bypass flash by. Charlie’s face is lit up by his phone. Danny has his back to us and is facing the road.

Charlie and I turn when we hear footsteps coming around the corner. Danny doesn’t. Liam has a wide grin across his face. It isn’t normal and it isn’t pretty.

‘What happened?’ I ask him.

‘She’s gone home with her mates,’ he says, ‘but she gave me her number and asked me to call her.’

‘Can we just get this over with?’ Charlie asks.

‘You want to do it now?’ Liam says.

‘Let’s wait till tomorrow,’ Danny says getting up.

‘No,’ I tell him, ‘the consequences have to be paid immediately after.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Charlie blurts out, ‘the bet was he had to ask every chick in the place. It wasn’t to get a poxy number from some chubby chick who happens to have a fetish for fat blokes.’

‘Fuck you, Charlie,’ Liam says, ‘she wasn’t chubby.’

‘Oh, listen to him,’ Charlie says, ‘slag me, but don’t slag me bird.’

‘Don’t be a prick, Charlie,’ I tell him, ‘he did it fair and square.’

The three of us look at Charlie.

‘Fuck it,’ he says, ‘I’ll go first.’

He walks over to the wall and stands with his back to it, as if facing a firing squad. ‘Break my nose,’ he says, pointing a finger at Liam, ‘and I will fucking kill you. I’m not messing.’

‘Stand away from the wall,’ I suggest, ‘just in case your head goes back and knocks off it.’

He takes two steps forward. Liam is opening and closing his fist. I can’t tell if he’s savouring it or dreading it.

‘Come on for fuck sake,’ Charlie shouts at him.

Liam walks over to him until he’s within an arm’s length away. Charlie closes his eyes tightly. For a few moments Liam just stares at him, then turns and looks at me. I nod at him to go ahead. He raises his fist slowly to Charlie’s jaw like a golfer practising a swing.

As he pulls his arm back one final time, Charlie opens his eyes and SMACK.

The cracking sound is louder than I thought it’d be. Liam has hit him a good one, and Charlie has gone crashing to the ground. They both let out a shriek like a pair of girls; one holding his face, the other his hand.

‘Jesus,’ Danny calls out and takes a few steps back.

Charlie lifts his body off the ground, but stays sitting down, leaning his back against the wall. He has both hands wrapped around his jaw.

Liam bends down to him. ‘Are you bleeding?’ he asks and places his hand on his shoulder.

Charlie knocks his arm off him. ‘Fuck off,’ he shouts at him.

Liam walks away from him opening and closing his fist while blowing air on it.

‘I think that hurt me as much as you,’ he says.

‘I seriously fucking doubt that,’ Charlie mumbles, almost incoherently, as he has two fingers now rummaging around inside his mouth.

I turn to Danny. ‘You want to go next?’

‘No, you’re alright.’

I go and stand where Charlie stood, and I also close my eyes. Liam hits me straight away and it takes me off guard and I almost fall on top of Charlie. It hurts more than I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t as hard as Charlie’s. I go sit down beside him.

‘Go on, Danny. Get it over with,’ I call over to him. He seems to have taken another few steps back. Nonetheless, he takes small, timid steps towards the wall.

‘You’re lucky,’ Liam tells him, while stretching his fingers. ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to hit you as hard.’

Danny puts his back against the wall, but he’s breathing quite heavily.

‘Ready?’ he asks, and pulls his arm back in the air.

As soon as he lets fly, Danny instinctively raises both his arms quickly to his face and ducks down.

‘No, wait wait,’ he yells.

‘Don’t be a bollocks,’ Charlie tells him.

‘Sorry. I wasn’t ready.’

He takes another few deep breaths and stands up straight again.

‘Ready this time?’ Liam asks him.

‘Yeah.’

Liam lashes out at him instantly, but Danny raises his arms again.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Liam complains.

I nod at Charlie and we both get up and walk over to Danny. We stand either side of him and grab an arm each, holding him up against the wall. He squirms about.

‘I can do it myself,’ he cries out.

‘Hit him for fuck’s sake,’ Charlie shouts at Liam.

‘Don’t fucking hit me though,’ I tell him.

For a moment I think of the people in the cars driving by. If anyone saw us... well they wouldn’t care to be honest. Liam has his fist raised as if taking aim with a gun. Charlie and I are ducking from side to side trying to avoid any collateral damage.

The blow catches him above his left cheek and makes a cracking sound. He comes crashing down on top of me, with Charlie following and the three of us roll onto the path. Danny swears incessantly, as does Charlie. I try to get the two of them off me. Liam just laughs as he blows on his fist again.

I stand up, reach into my trouser pocket and pull out a crushed packet of cigarettes. I find the least damaged one and throw away the rest. The cigarette is bent to the right, but I light it anyway and inhale deeply its delicious taste. The sound of the traffic comes back, and I feel colder than earlier. I look at the others. Liam has a grin on his face. The other two are not exactly smiling but they’re not too far from what could be called smiles.

‘I’m famished,’ Liam says. ‘Will we get something to eat?

‘Come on, then,’ I say. We head off back towards the car, Danny following behind, holding his cheek.

Charlie looks back at him and smiles at me.

‘Apart from this,’ he says pointing to his eye, ‘that was a bit of craic.’

‘You think so?’ I ask him.

‘Yeah, I do,’ he says.

‘I’m glad you think so, Charlie,’ I tell him, ‘because you’re next.’

Charlie

‘ARE YOU fucking mad?’ I shout at Nick. ‘There’s no fucking way I’m doing that.’

Danny had driven us down to Max’s Kebabs in Rathmines. We’re all sitting at a table in the too brightly lit restaurant. A young couple a few tables away looks over at us when they hear me shout, but apart from them, and of course the people who work here (who’d rather be anywhere in the world except here or wherever it was they came from obviously, and who are waiting for the drunken onslaught of a crowd that, as sure as Irish rain, will invade in the next hour) we’re the only people in the place. My left eye is slightly bruised, Danny has a swollen lip and Nick keeps touching the side of his face so it must be sore. My half eaten kebab looks like it was taken out of a bin, which is exactly where it’s going now. Liam hasn’t even ordered anything, which is a pretty fucking amazing concept in its own right. When we came in, he’d looked up at the menu hanging above the staff’s heads, the bright pictures and prices there to simplify the lives of the inebriated, and he’d rubbed his belly.

‘I should lose a few pounds before me date with Julie,’ he’d said. A few smart comments popped into my head, but I let him have his moment in the sun, or in this case several dozen fluorescent bulbs. He’s pointing two limp fries at me now, which he’s taking from my plate.

‘I’d prefer to do that than what I had to do,’ he says.

‘You would in your bollocks,’ I tell him. ‘And if you want something to eat, fucking get something to eat and piss off eating my fries.’

‘You’re not even eating them,’ he says and pops them into his mouth.

‘I think it’s a great idea,’ Danny says.

‘Good,’ I tell him, ‘then you do it.’

‘It’s not my turn, is it?’

‘Then when is it your turn?’

We all look at Nick. Nick has barely stopped eating since we got here. It’s like he hasn’t eaten in a couple of days. He looks up from his kebab.

‘Danny’s next after you,’ he says and goes back to his food.

‘Well then,’ I tell him, ‘to be honest with you, I think I’ll pass on your little fantasy there and pucker up for a punch in the face, thanks very much.’

‘Well, this is the thing,’ Nick says with his mouth full and he wipes his face with a huge wad of napkins. ‘All that could have happened to Liam was a few slaps and being forcefully removed from the nightclub. So for him, at least, a punch in the face was motivation enough. Whereas you could actually get arrested. Even go to jail. So therefore, quid pro quo, you need somewhat of a greater motivation.’

‘What did he say?’ Liam says.

‘Go on then,’ I say to him ignoring Liam, ‘tell me what it is, because I’ll tell you now to be quite honest about it, I’ll most likely chose that instead.’

‘That’s entirely up to you, Charlie,’ he says, using a napkin to search for a lump of ketchup near the corner of his mouth, ‘a lot of girls like the bald look.’

‘There’s no fucking way you’re touching my hair,’ I tell him bluntly.

‘Completely smooth,’ he says, ‘not even a whisker.’

‘My bollocks,’ I say.

‘No, not your bollocks, Charlie. Your head.’

‘Good one,’ Danny says rubbing his hands. ‘Nice one, Nick.’

‘What? Shave his head?’ Liam asks, ‘that’s not harder than mine.’

Attached to the wall beside us are small diagonal slits of mirrors glued in two rows. I bend my head sideways and straighten my hair with the tips of my fingers. There are very few heads of hair outside of Hollywood that get the attention and financial commitment that mine does. There are many in the hairdressing profession who would see it as a crime against humanity to mutilate it in any shape or form. I turn back to them.

‘And what happens to you lot if I do it?’

‘We shave off our heads too,’ Liam says.

‘No way,’ I tell him, ‘sure your hair is tight now as it is.’

‘Relax, Charlie,’ Nick says, ‘if you do it, then we all get a blond dye job.’

Liam and Danny look at one another then up at their heads and then nod at Nick. I glance one more time in the mirror.

‘Okay, wait. Let’s be sensible for a minute,’ I say, ‘first of all, how the fuck am I going to just walk into a Garda station and drive away in one of their cars?’

Nick looks at Danny. Then Liam and I look at Danny.

‘No fucking way,’ he says, ‘it’s not my dare.’

‘But you’d only be borrowing the keys,’ Nick says, ‘you can put them back on Monday morning.’

‘I don’t know,’ he says, ‘if it ever got back that I took the keys for a Garda car from my dad’s garage, he’d lose his government contract. And he’d fucking kill me.’

‘If Charlie gets caught,’ Nick says, ‘Plunkett Motors losing their contract with the Department of Justice will be the least of our worries.’

Danny mutters something under his breath which we all take as reluctant acceptance.

‘And what if I do get caught?’ I ask.

‘Well,’ Nick says, ‘everyone’s hair stays the same.’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Any more questions?’ he asks, avoiding eye contact with me.

‘No,’ Liam replies taking more fries off my plate, ‘all sounds good to me. You don’t punch a gift horse in the mouth.’

‘I’ve no fucking idea what Liam means,’ Danny says, ‘but I suppose seeing Charlie driving over a hundred miles per hour down the M50 will be worth it.’

‘With the sirens on,’ Nick adds.

I look in the mirror again and touch my hair. ‘So when do I have to do it?’ I ask.

We pass by the first trickles of a fast food seeking drunken Saturday night crowd as we leave and make our way to Danny’s car.

Danny

BY THE TIME I drive to my dad’s garage, it’s nearly three am. We sit outside for half an hour or so. I tell them I want to see when the security van will do his rounds to check on the place, but I haven’t a clue if that happens. I’m just trying to summon up the courage to go in. I think they know that but aren’t saying. At first Charlie said he was coming with me. Then I said I’d go on my own. Then Liam said he’d go. There was no way that was happening. Finally it was decided Nick would go in with me.

‘I need a smoke,’ Nick says.

‘You can’t smoke in the car,’ I tell him.

‘I’ll go outside.’

‘No wait,’ Charlie says, ‘you can’t smoke outside. It’s too conspicu… it’s too noticeable. Roll the window down.’

‘He’s not smoking in the car,’ I tell him. ‘Nick, you’ll have to wait.’

‘I’m an addict. I can’t wait,’ he says.

We bicker back and forth like this until Liam says, ‘lads, I think I need a shit.’

‘Jesus,’ I say, ‘come on, Nick. Let’s go. Everyone else wait here.’

Apart from a few security lights over the forecourt, the building is in darkness. We cross the road and head straight to the front door, unlock the metal shutters and pull them up slowly. No matter how carefully I do it, it still sounds like a tank coming down the street. Behind the shutter is the glass door, and this I also unlock, and in one movement, I open it, push Nick inside and close it behind us. The alarm starts to beep its countdown, and I tap in the four digit code: One, two, two, one.

‘So far, so good,’ Nick says.

I ignore this and take out my phone, turning on the torch application to light my way.

‘Turn it off,’ Nick says and holds his hands up to his face. ‘The cameras. They’ll see our faces.’

‘They’re infra-red. They’ve been recording us since we crossed the road, and they can see your face just fine with or without my phone.’

‘Should we have worn balaclavas then?’

‘It’s not the movies, Nick. There isn’t someone sitting somewhere watching a hundred screens. They record everything. The cameras won’t be checked unless...’ I don’t finish the sentence but instead climb the stairs to the offices. Nick follows behind.

At the top I look down on the darkness of the garage floor below. I can hear the large clock ticking on the back wall. I wasn’t even aware it gave off a ticking noise. The main shutter door creaks rhythmically in and out as the wind pushes against it. The whole building is like a giant beast sleeping soundly.

‘It’s a bit scary, isn’t it?’ Nick says.

‘You should see it during the day,’ I tell him. 

I only left this place yesterday afternoon, never to return again. Christ, was it only yesterday?

I go straight to the small cabinet on the wall where the keys for all the Garda cars in Rathfarnham are kept. Sometimes they forget to lock it, but I can see as I walk towards it that its metal doors are fully closed, and the brass lock is hooked in place. I didn’t want to, but I go into my dad’s office to get the key. All the faces from his framed pictures stare down at me, but I ignore them and open the first drawer in his desk. It’s not there.

I open the second drawer. Then the final bottom one. I look in all the drawers in his desk. Then on top of his desk.

‘Fuck.’

Nick comes into the office. ‘What’s wrong?’ he whispers.

‘There’s a lock on the cabinet where the Garda car keys are kept.’

‘Can’t you open it?’

‘Of course I can’t fucking open it.’

‘Okay, okay, relax,’ he says. ‘Where are the keys normally kept?’

‘In the cabinet of course.’

‘No, the key for the cabinet. Where should that be?’

‘It’s supposed to be here in my dad’s desk.’

‘And it’s not?’ he asks.

I look at him.

‘Okay, okay. Where else could it be?’

‘I don’t know,’ I tell him, ‘he could have brought it home with him. He could have hid it. I don’t know.’

‘I can’t see a fucking thing,’ he says and goes over to the window and opens the blinds slightly to let in some moon light. We both start to look for the hidden key.

After about five minutes, I’m about to tell Nick it’s pointless when there’s the sound of a door slamming closed downstairs. We both freeze and stare at one another. I run to the window. Charlie is standing outside the car but leaning inside and flashing the lights of the car.

‘Someone’s inside,’ I whisper to Nick.

‘No shit, Sherlock,’ he hisses back.

‘What’ll we do?’

We hear footsteps on the garage floor. We walk slowly out of my dad’s office but a light from a torch shines up into the main offices. The torch light stops on the opened door.

‘You left the door open,’ I whisper.

‘How the fuck did I know...’

‘Sssshhh.’

The torch light moves away from the door and the footsteps start again.

‘They’re coming up,’ Nick says.

‘My dad’s going to kill me.’

Nick runs to the window and closes the blinds. I hear the footsteps begin to climb the stairs. Nick looks around the room, then goes over to my dad’s desk and crawls under it.

‘What are you doing?’ I ask him.

He sticks his head out from under the desk. ‘Hiding,’ he says and disappears again.

The door to the outer offices opens further and the torch light enters the room. I duck behind the door. The beam of light points into our office. Silence. The light approaches. I side-step very slowly and crouch behind a filing cabinet just before the torch comes through the door.

The light switch is flicked and the room explodes in bright fluorescent light. I shut my eyes tight in pain.

Liam

‘NICK. DANNY. Are yous in here?’

Nick’s head pops up from behind the desk. He’s rubbin’ his eyes.

‘What the fuck are you doin’?’ I ask him.

‘Liam?’ he says.

‘Turn off the fucking lights,’ Danny shouts but I can’t see him. He jumps out from behind a fuckin’ filin’ cabinet beside me and frightens the shite out of me, then rushes past me and turns out the lights.

‘What are you doin’ in here?’ Danny asks me.

‘I told you I needed a crap,’ I tell him. ‘I was touchin’ cloth, man. I’d no choice.’

‘I told you to wait in the car,’ he says to me.

‘Charlie wants to know what’s takin’ you so fuckin’ long.’

‘Jesus Christ, Liam,’ Nick says. ‘You frightened the shit out of us.’ Nick falls back into the chair in relief and takes a few deep breaths.

‘Yous are in here about twenty minutes,’ I tell them. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’

‘We can’t find the poxy key to the cabinet,’ Nick says.

‘What cabinet?’

‘The cabinet with the fuckin’ keys in it,’ he says, hold your fuckin’ horses. Where is it?’

‘Don’t break the lock,’ Danny tells me.

‘It’s over here,’ Nick says and walks out of the office. ‘The small metal cabinet over there.’

I go over and look at the small lock on the doors and hold it in my fingers.

‘It’s not locked,’ I tell them.

‘What?’ Nick says.

‘The lock is on it, but it’s not locked.’ I unhook the lock and open the two doors.

‘Shit,’ Danny says.

‘Come on,’ says Nick, ‘grab a set of keys and let’s go.’

As Danny approaches the cabinet, I step to the side and wave me arm, as if I’m a host on a game show. He gives me a dirty look and I grin at him, then take a bite out of another biscuit.

‘You’re getting crumbs all over the place,’ he gives out to me.

I just shake me head and walk away from the grumpy fucker.

‘Where’d you get them?’

‘Get wha’?’ I say.

‘The biscuits,’ he says, ‘where’d you get the biscuits?’

‘They were in the canteen. I’m fuckin’ starvin’,’ I tells him, but he just shakes his head and lays me with a few more dirty looks.

‘What’s your problem,’ I says to him, ‘you’re nickin’ the keys to a cop car. They’re hardly goin’ to care about a fuckin’ packet of Hobnobs.’

‘Nick, talk to him will you,’ he says.

‘Let’s just get out of here,’ Nick says.

‘I’m coming now,’ Danny says. ‘I forgot something in my dad’s office.’

When Nick and me are halfway down the stairs, Danny catches up with us.

‘What’s that?’ Danny asks behind me.

‘What’s wha’?’ I ask.

‘The porno mag, that’s what,’ he says pointin’ at me back pocket.

‘What do you bleedin’ think it is.’

‘Where’d you get it?’

‘What’d you mean?’

‘What do you mean, “what do I mean?” Where did you get the magazine?’

‘It was in the jacks.’

‘Put it back.’

‘There’s loads down there. They’re not goin’ to miss one mag.’

‘Are you brain damaged, Liam?’

‘Come on,’ Nick says, ‘can we just go?’

‘Put it back,’ Danny says again.

‘Danny, let’s just get out of here. Please,’ Nick says.

I realise why Danny is in such a mood tonight. At least, more than he normally is. Because of Ruby, of course. Charlie told me the whole story in the car, about the baby and all that. 

I’ll probably never have any kids of me own. It’s funny all me relatives and ancestors for thousands of years found someone to mate with and have kids, and all their kids found someone and had more kids. That goes back since the year dot, a long, long line of babies will now end with me. I doubt that if they were all able to look at me now today, they’d be too impressed after all that ridin’ each other and surviving dinosaurs they done. When you think about it, I am the final result of all that spunk and effort.

‘Sorry to hear about Ruby,’ I whisper back up the stairs to him. ‘Charlie told me all the tip bits in the car.’

I’m not sure he’s heard me as his face is a bit blank.

‘Would she not even tell you who the bloke is?’ I try again.

‘It’s tidbits, and I don’t want to talk about it,’ he mutters.

‘Fuckin’ dump her. That’s what you should do.’

‘Liam, leave it,’ Nick says.

I don’t see why I can’t have me own opinion about it. We get to the bottom of the stairs and the reception area is in darkness.

‘You should sort him out as well. That’s if you know who he is,’ I advise him.

‘Just shut the fuck up, Liam,’ Danny says. He stops at the exit door and taps in the first number of the alarm. BEEP.

‘Maybe she won’t tell you who it is ‘cause she doesn’t know.’

Danny taps in the second number. BEEP.

‘She might have been with a few different blokes,’ I suggest.

I see Danny close his eyes for a second and clench his fist, so he must be thinkin’ about that possibility. He opens his eyes and taps in the third number. BEEP.

‘Once,’ I tell him, ‘I heard of this other slapper...’

Before I know anythin’, Danny pivots around at me and pushes me hard up against the wall. I’m a bit taken by surprise to be honest. Me head goes back and knocks off the switches on the electrical board behind me. All the lights in the reception and up the stairs come on.

‘Bollocks,’ Nick says, so I spin around and try to flick the lights back off quickly.

Every light in the place comes on, includin’ the warehouse and the outside forecourt. To make matters worse, some 80’s hit from U2 blasts. Danny, who already has his hands on me, pushes me hard out of the way.

‘Get away from it,’ he practically screams at me, and starts flickin’ all the switches back up. The whole place falls back into darkness and there’s complete silence again. We all breathe heavily for a few moments.

‘Sorry,’ I say to them, but mainly Danny.

There’s the sound of a car chargin’ towards us, just as its headlights fill the reception in white light. My first thought is it’s the cops but then the door opens and Charlie’s head pokes in the door.

‘Are you lot taking the piss?’ he asks.

Nick

THE SUN IS beginning to make itself known by the time we get back on the motorway. I look back at Charlie and Liam. Liam has his mouth open with his head against the window and Charlie’s head leans against Liam’s shoulders.

‘Have you got a camera?’ I ask Danny.

He looks in the mirror at them and smiles, but the smile leaves his face too quickly.

After a couple of minutes pass, I ask him, ‘have you thought about what you’re going to do about Ruby?’

He doesn’t answer.

‘It’s alright if you don’t want to talk about it.’

‘No, it’s not only that,’ he says, ‘it’s just there’s nothing to say, that’s all.’

He drives for another minute or two, occasionally biting on his nails.

‘I’m trying not to think about it,’ he says, ‘but the harder I try not to, the more I think about it. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought we had a future together. I just can’t believe that’s it. That it’s all gone so quickly. Sorry. You probably know a bit about that.’

‘Yeah. I know. So, are you going to leave her?’

‘Am I going to leave her? Of course I’m going to leave her. I told you what she did, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Did I tell you everything?’

‘Yeah, I think so.’

‘So how can you ask me that? Of course I’m going to leave her, Nick. There’s not even a question there.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I just thought...’

‘You just thought what?’

‘I just thought the two of you might be able to work things out, that’s all.’

‘Work things out? There’s nothing to work out, Nick. It’s over.’

He lowers his window slightly and turns his head towards it to breathe in the cool night air.

‘And I didn’t leave her, by the way,’ he says after a few moments. ‘She left me.’

‘Oh sorry, I didn’t know she said she was leaving you as well.’

‘What? What does that mean? As well?’

‘That she said she was dumping you.’

‘She didn’t say she was dumping me. She didn’t need to. Actions speak louder than words in this case.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I say.

‘She’ll probably raise the kid with this new bloke, whoever the fucker is.’

‘She might. She might not. By the sounds of it, it was just a one night thing. A once off.’

‘She says that,’ he says, ‘but who knows? Maybe Liam’s right about her.’

‘Liam’s never been right about anything. Don’t listen to him. You know Ruby better than that.’

‘I thought I did. I’m not so sure about anything now. Anyway, babies aren’t a one night thing, Nick.’

‘No, you’re right. They’re aren’t.’

He takes his right hand off the steering wheel, looks at his fingernails and bites viciously into one.

When we get back to my place, the house looks colder and darker than I’ve ever seen it. I invite them all in to spend the night at my place, and Danny parks the car.

This time last year I would have seen a small light in the bedroom window; a light waiting for me. Opening the door to a warm house, thinking of my warm and occupied bed. Then there’s so much silence in the house, waiting for me in every room. I never sit around listening to any sad songs. That’s only in the movies. I just sit around listening to the silence. But just like Danny, everything has changed. And so quickly. I understand his vulnerability. His sense of being unsure about everything. If this can happen to me, then what else can? What else can go wrong in my life?

I used to be so sure about things, almost cocky. Then she’s gone. Suddenly there’s a huge open space. No, not a space. A cliff, a cliff in front of you as if your future has been wiped clean. All bets are off. When the most important relationship in your life changes or disappears, it affects all other relationships. Once Aoife was gone, I felt so uncertain about everything and everyone.

I was so angry for so long. Where did all that anger go? I don’t think it went anywhere. Just like Danny’s limp it becomes a part of you. You become unaware of its constant presence. But I know it’s still there. The blame. The anger. The violence. Other people see it in you, and you’re only reminded of it by their reaction to you. Hard to believe you can forget about it, but you do.

Harder to believe it can all change so quickly. What did I say to her as she walked out the door that night? A habitual kiss, perhaps. I had one eye and one ear on the television as she told me her plans. She looked so beautiful in her black coat with its white fur caressing her face and her green eyes matching her necklace, but I never told her. Her words interfering with the lines from a film I was watching. A few drinks, going into town with her friends, not too late home. The front door closing.

Later that night I was still up, wanting to go to bed. No answer from her phone. She normally calls. Only way you can tell if a girl loves you, Charlie once told me, is if she goes out with her friends, gets drunk and then calls you. I rang her four times. Only got her voicemail. I didn’t leave a message. I stayed up. Watching my phone. Expecting her to ring any minute. ‘Hi, sorry I didn’t hear my phone’. ‘I’m in a taxi’. ‘See you soon’. But nothing. 

Then a knock on the door. But I already knew. How did I know? I remember every detail of that knock, and every moment in every day afterwards. The two Gardaí. One female. Their sympathetic tone asking if they could come in. Their caps already off. I can still see her face under the white lights of the hospital. Her green eyes closed. Closed forever. Her black coat thrown in the corner of the room, its white collar flecked with her blood.

I remember a Garda telling me they’d caught the drunk driver.

‘He’ll pay for this, son,’ he said. ‘Don’t you worry about that.’

I thought at first he was talking about her coat. That they were going to give the man who smashed into her taxi the dry cleaning bill. I laughed to myself, and he looked at me.

It might be an obvious thing to say, but I hated the funeral. The packed church. I didn’t even know who they all were. I haven’t seen any of them since then anyway. So many tears from strangers’ faces. The corpse a stark reminder of the crowd's own mortality and inevitable death. That one day, they too will be in that coffin. The undertakers slowly creeping up the side of the church like vultures circling in on a carcass.

After the funeral, I had no interest in the court case. Aoife’s parents wanted his blood. They wanted justice, they said. I don’t blame them. But I didn’t even care what the guy’s name was. They dealt with their pain through traditional anger and vengeance. I used denial and avoidance.

Anything I suppose to get me through the misery of another morning, the perpetual silence in a house and the agony of yet another day.



Sunday






 Nick 

I NEVER BELIEVE people anymore when they say they’re going to do something. Perhaps it’s because I’ve promised myself so many times so many things I’ve never done either.

The best time to see any city is on a Sunday morning when the people who the city was built for are nowhere to be seen. What does that say about the city? Or what does it say about the people?

We’re parked a little bit down from Rathfarnham Garda Station. Charlie is in the back but sits forward between Danny and me, chewing on his nails. I can see his eyes in the mirror darting from side to side as we watch the cops coming and going from the station. Liam is slumped on his side in the back seat and is snoring soundly, which I’m surprised at given how loudly we’re arguing.

‘Well you never said exactly what type of Garda car,’ Danny argues.

‘Well for future reference Danny,’ I say, ‘a police car has flashing blue lights on top, a big yellow stripe down the side and a siren on the roof that goes BEE fucking BAW.’

‘It does have a blue light,’ Danny says, ‘it’ll be under the passenger seat.’

‘Jesus, Danny. An unmarked Ford Mondeo is not what I had in mind. It’ll look more like a robbed car.’

‘It will be a fucking robbed car,’ he yells at me.

There’s an awkward silence as we both stare over at the Garda station. The car which we have the keys for is, luckily enough, near the front gate; dark blue, no hubcaps and with about four aerials on the roof. The silence is only interrupted by Liam’s wheezing snores and Charlie chewing on his nails. It has started to rain lightly and the tiny drops on our windscreen mirror the sweat on his forehead.

‘Here, Starsky,’ I say to him, ‘it’s not a valet service they’re running over there. You need to actually go over to the car.’

He takes his fingers out of his mouth and shakes himself a little. Obviously, he’s having a few last minute arguments with himself, but his mind starts to wander again, and he continues to stare out in front.

‘Charlie,’ I say louder.

‘Alright, alright,’ he mumbles as if he’s just woken and is struggling to get out of bed. He places his sweaty hand on the door handle and with a quick exhale of air, opens it abruptly. He pauses. He’s thinking too much about this.

‘Have you got the keys?’ I ask him, interrupting any thoughts of bailing that might be brewing and were about to boil over into his mouth. He holds the key up to us, his fist clenched around it as if it were a winning lottery ticket. But he isn’t smiling.

‘Remember,’ I say, ‘we’ll be on top of the Ballymount Bridge waiting for you to drive by, okay?’

He nods and gets out of the car.

‘And Charlie,’ Danny calls after him, ‘keep the police radio on in case they notice the car missing and put us under surveillance.’

Charlie looks at him blankly and then slams the door shut. The jolt wakes Liam, and he mumbles something.

‘Keep us under surveillance,’ I scoff at Danny. ‘For fuck’s sake.’

We watch as Charlie walks up the path on the opposite side of the Garda station. Liam yawns and sticks his head between the two front seats.

‘Is he doing it?’ he asks.

We both nod.

‘That’s unreal,’ he says. ‘What fucking lunatic could be so vain as to even consider walking into a police station and stealing one of their cars instead of just being bald for a few weeks? He could even wear a baseball cap until it started to grow back.’

‘Obviously this lunatic,’ Danny says as we watch Charlie crossing the street.

I want to tell them it’s more than that. That it isn’t about stealing the car or Liam chatting up a girl. It’s about boundaries and conforming all our lives. Not following through with what we’d planned and taking the easy option too often. I look at both of them and they’re smiling, caught up in the moment. Living the moment. I wonder when the last time they felt like that was.

‘There he goes,’ Liam says and points as Charlie walks through the main gates of the station and into the car park. Almost like he has blinkers on, he strides up to the car, opens the door and slides in. The three of us exhale loudly, unaware we were even holding our breaths.

‘Now, just drive out slowly,’ I say.

Just then, a Garda car charges into the car park and parks two spaces down from Charlie.

‘Fuck,’ Danny cries out and grabs the steering wheel. Two uniformed guards jump out, one carrying two coffees, and the other a small brown bag. We can see Charlie struggling to start the car. On the way into the station, the two guards walk along the back of his car.

‘He’s fucked,’ Liam shouts, ‘start the bleeding car, Danny.’

‘Shut up,’ I yell at him, and put both my hands to my head.

Just as Charlie gets the key into the ignition, he catches sight of the guards in the mirror walking behind his car. He disappears out of sight as he dives across the passenger seat. The Garda holding the coffees must have caught his movement in the corner of his eye because he slows down and looks straight into the Mondeo. Danny’s hands go up to cover his face.

‘My dad’s going to fucking kill me,’ he says.

‘Start the fucking car,’ Liam orders and shakes Danny by the shoulders.

‘Fuck off,’ I yell at him. Danny is looking through his fingers.

The first Garda with the paper bag calls back to the one who has stopped, holding up the paper bag in his hand. As he turns to answer him, he holds up the coffee in his right hand and laughs. Without looking at the Mondeo again he follows him into the station.

I lean my head on the dashboard with relief. Danny puts his hands together as if in prayer, and Liam sinks back into the rear seats.

‘Oh, thank God,’ Danny says almost in tears.

After a couple of minutes, we still can’t see Charlie sitting back up in the driver’s seat.

‘Where is he?’ Danny asks.

‘He’s probably still lying down,’ I suggest,

‘He’s probably shat himself,’ Liam offers.

For a full five minutes we use all of our powers of telepathy to encourage him to sit back up until finally we catch sight of his blond head again.

‘That’s it,’ I say, ‘now come on.’

We hear the car start. Charlie reverses it out of its space and drives out of the car park. He doesn’t even look at us as he drives by.

Charlie

I CAN SEE Danny’s car following me in the rear view mirror as I drive up the Templeogue road, past the Spawell and turn on to the M50. As I head southbound, they turn right and make their way to the Ballymount Bridge. The plan is that they’ll wait for me to pass under the bridge there, while I start from the Dundrum onramp, giving me enough distance to build up to one hundred miles an hour by the time I reach the bridge. There have only been three occasions in my thirty-three years when I found myself in a situation that I wasn’t exactly sure how I’d arrived there. The first one was making a porno for an Italian bloke who owned a chipper beside the Coombe. He was a bit of a slimeball, full of flattery, but he offered me fifty quid if he could video me banging the two women sitting at his table. At the time, I hadn’t had a proper acting job in over a year. I looked over and from that distance they looked pretty hot. I should have gone over to have a proper look but by then it was too late, and I’d promised him I’d do it. The two women were in their fifties, and I was only about twenty three but I’ve never had a problem finding wood, and I did what I was paid to do and the Italian bloke, Mario, seemed happy enough with my performance, as did the two women I might add. Anyway, I caught sight of myself in a mirror when I was going at full blast and I remember thinking, ‘how the fuck did I get here?’ but not in a good way. Mario wanted me to do some more, even offered me more cash, but I just wasn’t into it. I’ve never been a big fan of porn anyway. For me, having sex or making love is like eating a steak; looking at porn is like watching the cow get butchered. The other time was with my fourth or fifth client, I was only new at the game, and I was sitting naked on a lounger in a suite at the Merrion hotel watching an old Western on TG4 and drinking a glass of Moët and Chandon, and out came the ambassador of Sweden’s wife from the shower, or maybe it was Finland, in a white bathrobe, and she stands in front of me, her hair all wet, and she drops the bathrobe off her shoulders and takes the glass of champagne out of my hand and pours it slowly it over herself. ‘Now drink me,’ she orders. Actually when I think about it, I can hear a German accent. Anyway, as I got off the lounger I caught sight of myself in a mirror and asked myself, ‘how the fuck did I get here?’ but that time in a good way. This time when I saw Danny’s car heading in the opposite direction, I caught sight of myself again and for the third time asked myself that question. This time however, it’s in a bad way. A very bad way. I drive over the M50 at Dundrum and park in the hard shoulder. As the cars flash by me, I’m rocked gently from side to side. A big part of me wants to just get out of the car and walk away. But I can’t. I could drive to the next exit and take the shortcut back to Ballymount, but even with all the noise from the cars as they tear by, there’s a massive amount of silence in the car. I’ve taken a lot of shortcuts in my life. Too many. Just to do something, I reach under the passenger seat and pull out the large blue beacon. It has a coiled electrical lead attached to it, and I take a deep breath and open the window. There are a few switches on the dash, and I flick one of them to ‘ON’ and an ear piercing siren wails and frightens the shite out of me, and I drop the beacon onto my lap. I flick the switch to OFF but nothing happens, so I flick another switch and the beacon comes alive on my lap, its insides revolving around and lighting up the inside of the car in bright blue. A bit blinded by its intensity, I reach over and flick another switch and the siren stops, leaving only the sound of the rotating beacon whirling round and round. I turn off the second switch and the light stops. My pulse is racing now, but I take a few deep breaths and watch the traffic going by. I pick up the beacon again and stick it out of the window. I can hear the magnetic base sticking to the roof. This time when I flick the proper switch I can hear the whirling motor above my head. ‘Okay,’ I say to myself and take another deep breath. All the brake lights going by me now are flashing red, and the feeling of a little power gives me some strength. Being prepared for it this time, when I switch on the siren, it doesn’t seem so loud. Sticking the car into first, I take off and ease into the traffic. Almost instantly, the other cars slow down and let me merge. I move my way through the gears and by the time I’m in fourth, I’m in the fast lane and have reached over sixty miles an hour. Large expensive cars that I catch up with, slow down and get out of my way. I feel a rush as I put the car into fifth gear. I look at the speedometer as I pass Rathfarnham. Seventy. Now if cars aren’t getting out of my way quickly enough I move into a different lane, zigzagging my way between them. The wail of the siren becomes less and less as it struggles to be heard above the roar of the engine, and memories of a whole summer spent in Courtown playing a video game for twenty pence a go, come back to me. Eighty miles an hour. This is great. I’m so focused on the cars ahead of me, that I’m not sure why I glance in my rear view mirror. A sense that I’m being watched. Suddenly, the combined sounds of the siren, the roaring engine, the wind whistling around the car all stop, and I’m surrounded by silence. I see a white helmet sitting on top of the yellow reflective jacket of a Garda and the blue flashing siren of his motorbike all charging towards me. When I turn back to face the front, the roar of noise floods back at me.

I feel my shoulders collapse under the weight. The speedometer just then hits one hundred miles per hour.

Danny

THE MOTORWAY bends inwards, north and south, like a giant question mark. We’re parked on the hard shoulder, leaning against the car, as the other cars scream past us; people rushing to their next destination, the next moment in their lives, where there’s always the possibility that things will be better, where their ambitions will be reached and where happiness is just around the corner. Dashing to their jobs to bitch about their home life, then dashing home to bitch about work.

We shoot each other furtive glances, but there’s nothing to say. Both Nick and Liam looked tired; their eyes a little unfocused, their hair messy, their posture a little worn. Liam’s clothes that were so sharp and pressed yesterday hang on him ruffled and blunt. I’ve no doubt that I look the same, or worse. I feel it anyway. I run my tongue along the inside of my mouth and feel the huge lump.

We finally see what we’ve been hoping and waiting for. About three miles away a blue light winks at us the promise of an impending thrill. We push ourselves off the car and focus on the horizon. Next we hear the siren and feel like children hearing an ice cream van. As if the roar of his engine and siren have an avalanche effect on the clouds, they split open, and heavy drops of rain bounce off the road, the cars and us. The tiredness falls off us, washed away by the rain, but it has little effect in dampening our spirits. Steaming rain trails off the backs of the cars as they go by, like dancing demons onto the drivers behind them, enveloping their windscreens with huge flurries of soaking wet smoke.

It’s Nick who spots it first. ‘Em, how many blue lights do you see?’

Silence.

‘Oh fuck,’ I say.

We can hear the siren more clearly now, and just like the beacon’s twin, we can hear the second siren out of sync with Charlie’s, as if they were two mating calls vying for the same female.

‘It’s a bike,’ Nick screams. ‘A cop bike.’

‘What do we do?’ Liam asks.

‘We’re in shit,’ I say.

‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ Liam says and turns back to the car.

Charlie’s car is clearly visible now, and we can just about see Charlie’s blond head behind the wheel. His windscreen wipers are going at full blast but the bike is just behind him.

‘He’s fucked,’ Nick shouts at me above the rain.

‘We’re all fucked,’ I tell him and run back to the car. Nick has one last look at the two blue beacons tearing down on us and follows me.

We are all back in the car by the time Charlie passes us. All eyes follow his as he goes by in a blur of blue water and noise, a brief moment of eye contact, and then he’s gone; the motorbike barely a car’s length behind him and going so fast that the rain seems to part for him.

After only a few seconds of frozen disbelief, my senses return, and I start the car and take off after them.

‘What are you going to do?’ Liam asks, but I don’t answer. I’ve no idea what I’m going to do.

I work my way quickly through the gears of the BMW and soon have them back in our sights. Charlie has slowed down a little. I can’t imagine what’s going through his head. Nick tries to phone him but he doesn’t answer. Before we get to Liffey Valley, we see the bike pull up alongside of him. Charlie has slowed down to about seventy miles per hour now. The Garda signals to Charlie, but Charlie seems to be ignoring him.

‘He might as well pull over now,’ Liam says. They are now only a few car lengths ahead of us.

Nick leans forward in his seat. ‘The copper’s not telling him to pull over,’ he says.

The Garda signals to him again. We can see Charlie turn to look at him.

‘Holy fuck, he thinks Charlie’s a real cop.’

We see Charlie’s hand go up and give the Garda a thumbs up. Ridiculously the Garda gives him one back.

‘What the fuck?’ Liam says. Charlie turns his attention back to the road. The Liffey Valley exit is about half a mile away. Passing the exit is a little red Nissan Micra. Charlie turns back to the Garda and points at the Micra. The Garda looks at him but Charlie points again, this time almost like a command. The Garda nods, slips the bike down a gear and tears off ahead of him.

Just at the bike passes the off-ramp, and leaving it to the last possible moment, Charlie swerves his car violently to the left and shoots up the off-ramp. We follow him just as we see the Garda catching up with the Micra and pointing at him to pull over. Poor bastards must have got the fright of their lives.

Charlie has the car parked at a bus stop and is opening his door just as we catch up with him. There are a few people waiting for a bus and they all stare at Charlie as he jumps out of the car. He’s turned off the siren, but the blue beacon is still on the roof. I pull in behind him, and he runs to us, but just before he gets into my car, he runs back to the Garda car and leans in the driver’s window. What the fuck is he doing?

The people at the bus stop are watching him. This time he’s smiling and holding up the key in the air. Thank fuck he remembered it. I’m already in second gear before he even shuts his door.

Ruby

‘YOU NEED TO have an appointment, love,’ the porter sitting behind the desk says. “Jimmy” according to his nametag. ‘This is not an A and E department.’

‘An A what?’ I ask.

‘A and E,’ he repeats.

His younger sidekick, with the name tag “Martin”, leans over. ‘He means that it’s not ER.’

‘Oh,’ I say, ‘but this is a maternity hospital, right?’

‘Yeah, one of the biggest in Europe,’ the younger guy continues, ‘ten thousand babies go out them very doors every year.’

The older man, Jimmy, leans back in his chair and stares at Martin. Martin’s adolescent smile falls off his face when he sees the nonverbal rebuke, and he slides his chair back to his newspaper.

‘Sorry about that,’ Jimmy says to me. ‘I’ll have someone come down and talk to you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m just not sure how it works. I mean, the system here. It’s different at home. Actually, I’m not so sure how that system works either, to be honest. It’s not like I’m some Catholic popping them out every year. Oh, no offense. Not that there’s anything wrong with it, as Jerry Seinfeld says, ha ha, it’s just… I’m sorry. I’m talking too much.’

They’re both staring at me now.

‘That’s okay, love,’ Jimmy says and at the same time he picks up the phone. I turn away from him and look around the tiny waiting room; a woman heavily pregnant sitting uncomfortably in an uncomfortable chair; an elderly couple, both smiling, a new grandchild to think about; a man in his forties, his mobile in his hand, staring at the floor, motionless, expressionless. Perhaps one of the ten thousand babies didn’t arrive quite as he’d expected.

‘Someone’s on the way out to see you, Miss,’ Jimmy says to me.

I’ve gone from a ‘Love’ to a ‘Miss’. Not sure if that’s a good thing or not.

‘Thank you very much,’ I tell him and go sit down.

I think about Danny. I should call him. Or maybe he should call me. I want to give him a chance. To give us one more chance. I’d rather he rejected me than he have any regrets in the future. If I do decide to go home, and at the moment I don’t see what choice I have, but if it comes to that then I also don’t want to feel in any way guilty for taking this baby out of his country, and away from him.

‘Hello,’ a voice says to me.

I look up and into the middle-aged face of a nurse leaning down to me. Maybe she’s a midwife. She’s wearing a blue uniform. They all seem to wear different colored uniforms, but I’ve no idea what they mean.

‘Hi,’ I reply.

‘Were you looking to see someone?’ she asks.

‘Yes, please.’

After a few moments pause, I realize that she means I’ve to talk to her here.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Yes?’

I lean around her slightly and see Jimmy and Martin also waiting for my question.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘I think I’m pregnant and I wasn’t sure about how I need to go about it. Do I need to register or..?’

‘Are you in any pain?’ she asks me.

‘No.’

‘Have you been to see your GP?’

‘My what?’

‘Your doctor.’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Well then, the first thing you need to do is that. Make an appointment with your local doctor, and then he’ll send you on to us.’

I’m not sure what to say. I feel all eyes on me waiting for my reply. Since I don’t give any, the nurse straightens herself up, turns on her heels and marches off. I feel as if I’ve been rebuked by the principal of my high school in front of my fellow students. I feel a little dizzy when I stand up, and as I walk back out the door, I think I see a smirk running across Martin’s face.

The rain has cleared and it’s sunny again. People walk around me. Couples and families. Busy with appointments. Being collected. Being dropped off. Places to go. Strangers’ faces. I feel alone and more foreign than I’ve ever felt. As if realizing I don’t belong here. This is not my home. It never was. I want to be somewhere that I fit in again. I don’t want to be the odd one out with the different accent. I don’t want every conversation I have with a stranger at a bus stop to be about the States and what they think about my country’s politics. I don’t give a shit what they think and I sure as fuck know that my country doesn’t give two shits either what they fucking think or how they fucking feel about Iraq or Afghanistan or the Twin fucking Towers.

I turn and walk up toward Merrion Square. Without realizing it, my cell phone is in my hand. I’m holding it tightly. Proof that I’m not alone. There’s a ringing sound in my ear before I even realize that I’ve dialed.

The ringing stops but there’s only silence.

‘Danny?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ve been looking for you.’

More silence.

‘So, who’s the father?’ he blurts out.

‘I can’t, Danny. Please. Not now. It’s… it’s not important right now.’

‘Oh, I beg to fucking differ.’

‘I told you. It was a mistake.’

‘A mistake? Is that what you call cheating on me? Getting pregnant? A fucking mistake?’

‘I know all that, Danny. I know there’s nothing I can say to you. I’m so sorry for that, but I’m trying my best to be upfront and honest with you.’

‘Honest with me?’ he shouts into the phone. ‘Honest with me? Are you having a laugh?’

More silence. I can hear his anger in the silence. Feel his pain. Please don’t hang up on me.

‘Who is he?’

‘It was just one night. He… I want to be with you Danny. I always have. I know I’m asking a lot.’

‘Do I know him?’

‘Please, let’s leave that for now.’

‘Do I fucking know him?’

I’m trying so hard, but I can’t help it. The tears burst out of me like vomit and my face contorts in my heartache.

‘Yes.’

Silence again before his voice comes back on. Calm this time. I can hear him breathing deeply.

‘Is it Ricky?’ he asks, almost gently. ‘Is it?’

‘Please, Danny.’

‘Is it that prick Ricky?’ he shouts.

People are walking around me and giving me looks. ‘I have to go,’ I say. ‘Can we talk later?’

‘I’ll come to the bar tonight,’ he says.

‘No, not there.’

‘Why? Is he going to be there?’

‘I have to go.’

This time we’re both silent. If only I could reach out to him. Past his anger. To the Danny that I love and who once loved me.

‘I’m so sorry, Danny. And I know it’s not enough just to say that. Not near enough. I wish I could explain it to you. I want to try. I need you and I want so much to be with you. But I understand if you don’t… I just need you so much right now.’

‘Why?’ Danny spits into the phone, ‘so I can raise your little bastard for you?’

My tears stop and all my pleading dries up. I feel as if I’ve been slapped hard across the face. I hold the phone away from me, looking at it. I can hear Danny’s voice in it - ‘Hello?’ ‘Hello?’ ‘Ruby?’ I don’t reply. He knows he’s gone too far. I don’t want to talk to him now. I take a deep breath in and already feel a little better. I hear him say ‘Ruby’ one more time as I switch off the phone and put it in my pocket.

It’s Sunday morning and the sun is shining. Merrion Square is bright and green. An emerald jewel in a crown of gray thorns. I have an urge to take a photo. I almost feel like a tourist and it feels good. I should move on now. My baby and me. The rain is clearing quickly and the sun is out again, warming up a city of half-finished buildings and half-truths. A city of ‘To Let’ signs and ‘Closing Down Sale’ banners. I’m glad I wasn’t here for all those Celtic Tiger days. It would be just too sad right now.

I guess everything has its time and everything has its ending. Even nations. Even me. The party’s over, folks. It’s time to go home.

Liam

OF COURSE Charlie insists we go straight to the hairdressers and follow through on our side of the dare.

‘Fair’s fair,’ he keeps sayin’ over and over, his mantra to any argument we might have as to why we shouldn’t go now. He raises his arms in the air as if surrenderin’, like there’s fuck all he can do about it.

‘Fair’s fair, lads,’ he says and shrugs his shoulders.

‘I just spent a hundred and twenty fuckin’ euro on me hair yesterday,’ I says to him.

‘Ah now, cuz, fair’s fair.’

Danny comes back from bein’ on the phone to the Yank. He’s looks even more pissed off than he was before.

‘Are you alright, Danny?’ Nick says, but Danny just shakes his head at him and gets in the car.

We drive to a poxy little hairdressers in Crumlin village. The one in charge says she’s about to close up but they’ll stay open and we’ll be fun lovin’ blondes before she leaves.

She’s the oldest. A real 1664 with jet black hair and a face that’s seen too many sunbeds and too much makeup. When she raises the scissors she looks like the mother in the Addams family.

There are two younger ones. One of them has her head stuck in some shite mag with Kim Kardashian on the cover and the other one is playin’ with her peroxide blonde curls and tryin’ to get Charlie to notice her.

‘Now who’d like to be first?’ the auld one asks.

‘How about you, Nick?’ Charlie says.

‘Alright,’ says Nick and sits in the chair.

A couple of hours later, and we’re all done. Nick looks like a cross between Eminem and Desperate Dan. It isn’t a good look for him and he doesn’t look too pleased. Tough shit. Danny actually looks a lot better. The girl who looked like a cattle prod up her arse wouldn’t phase her, swung into action like a mini twister on his hair.

Mine’s not too bad either but to be honest about it, there’s not a lot you could change on me head to divert people’s attention away from me belly. Also because of years in the DMC and bein’ in me room takin’ care of me DVD business, me skin is a lot whiter than most people’s.

By the time I’m finished Nick, Danny and Charlie are in the waitin’ area readin’ magazines and lookin’ like they’re waitin’ on an audition for Louis Walsh’s latest boy band.

I feel as if the whole bleedin’ world is lookin’ at us as we walk out of the place. We must look like the biggest shower of nob-heads since Boyzone first appeared on the Late Late show.

We walk quickly to Danny’s car with our heads lowered.

‘So what’s Danny’s dare now?’ I ask.

‘Let’s go get somethin’ to eat first,’ Nick says.

‘We can eat later,’ I say, and they all look back at me as if in shock.

‘Not that much later though,’ I say and they burst out laughin’. Even Danny makes a half smile.

I think that’s the first time I ever made a joke about me weight and someone laughed. I’ve had loads of people make jokes about me, but can’t remember ever makin’ anyone laugh with me, especially about bein’ fat.

I can sometimes see people starin’ at me when I go down the street. That’s why I don’t go out much. I’ve always been a bit of a stocky bloke. Even when I was a kid I can remember kids makin’ fun of me belly.

I suppose it should have made me want to be thin and go on a diet, but it just made me want to be thin and eat more. It’s weird that the thing that makes people stare at me for a bad reason, is the same thing that makes me happy.

I just love eatin’, and I’ve always been a bit of a binge eater. I nearly always get a bag of chips and eat it in the car before gettin’ home and havin’ me dinner. And a lot of times, I’ll get a breakfast roll and eat it before goin’ to work so that I can have a normal fry up and people don’t see me eatin’ two breakfasts.

I remember after Mike’s funeral, everyone went to Ryan’s for a few drinks, and there was this big spread of food on a table they’d set up. I just couldn’t stop eatin’. Sandwiches, cakes, biscuits. I kept stuffin’ me face until I felt sick, and then I went into the toilets and vomited up everythin’ and I started ballin’ me eyes out until I heard someone come in. The mad thing is, after I’d washed me face and gone back outside, I just started eatin’ again. It’s funny the little moments that you remember. 

I know I’m too fat. I’ve looked in a mirror, and I’m not a total fuckin’ eejit, but it’s like I have this hunger inside me all the time, and when I eat somethin’ it goes away for a while.

I can’t understand how people can say no to food. Like if there’s a party and there’s loads of food and someone says, no thanks, I had somethin’ to eat earlier, and I’m like, yeah, so did fuckin’ I, and I had somethin’ on the way here as well, but I’m still goin’ to eat as much of this shit as I can.

I once went on this soup diet I found on the Internet. It’s supposed to be for patients goin’ into surgery. I lost almost two stone in a week. Although nobody else seemed to notice. I noticed it a bit when me watch on me wrist went a bit loose. I even went out with the lads that Friday because I felt good about it and drank diet coke all night instead of beer.

On the bus on the way home, this bloke starts slaggin’ me in front of a load of girls, and I even saw other people on the bus laughin’ a bit. I got off the bus and walked the rest of the way home. Took me nearly an hour. When I got to the village, I walked into a chipper and bought fish and chips and a quarter pounder and ate them all real quickly and kept me head down in the bag so that no one would see me cryin’.

A few days later me watch got tight again, so I fucked it in the bin.

Nick

‘ARE YOU SURE?’ Danny asks me.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I tell him, ‘I saw it in a movie once.’

‘A fucking film?’

‘Besides that though,’ I assure him, ‘I’ve heard of it before.’

Liam leans forward. ‘Yeah, I seen that film as well. It was with your man from the thing and the other fella who was riding Angelina Jolie.’

‘Well, I’ve never heard of it before,’ Danny says.

‘You must have,’ Liam says, ‘It was with John Cusack and he was...’

‘Not the fucking film,’ Danny shouts at him, ‘I mean the part about being thrown up into the air behind a landing plane.’

We’re parked on a grass verge beside a ten foot metal fence that runs the perimeter of the entire airport. It’s still early evening, but the lights on the planes light up the grass as they approach the runway. An Aer Lingus plane lands about five hundred metres from us, its tyres screeching loudly as it bounces off the tarmacadam sending up a billow of white smoke behind it.

Danny’s head involuntarily bounces back at the sound, and then shakes in disbelief.

‘I don’t know, Jesus,’ he says to himself and then to us, ‘how am I going to get in there anyway?’

‘You can scale that fence no bother,’ Charlie tells him.

‘They might see me first.’

‘Liam,’ I say, ‘give him a lend of your jacket, will you?’

‘Fuck off,’ he says, ‘it’ll get destroyed.’

‘Your fucking jacket’ll get destroyed?’ Danny shouts at him, ‘what about me, for fuck’s sake?’

‘Alright, then,’ he says, and starts removing everything from the pockets before handing it to him.

Charlie gets out and looks across at the runway. ‘What about his hair?’ he says turning back around to us.

‘What about it?’ I ask.

‘Look at the state of it,’ he says, ‘he’ll light up like a giant golf ball across the grass.’

We all try to think up a solution.

Danny sighs heavily and says, ‘I think I have a black hat in the boot.’

‘Great,’ I say, ‘come on, it’s starting to get dark.’

Danny pops open the boot as the sound of another plane landing screeches in the background. He slides the hat over his head.

‘Danny, Danny,’ I joke, ‘where are you? I can’t see you.’

‘Fuck you, Nolan,’ he smirks, ‘come on and give me a hand over.’

We walk over to a dark part of the fence.

Liam calls over to him, ‘and don’t forget the circumstances if you chicken out.’

‘It’s consequences, yeh gobshite,’ Danny calls back to him, and then placing his foot into my hands, grabs the fence and pulls himself up and over.

He lands awkwardly on the far side of the fence, but picks himself up. He looks over to the airport and then looks back at me. There’s nothing to say, so we say nothing, and he turns and starts to walk towards the runway.

‘Do you know what?’ Liam says, when I join them, ‘I haven’t watched a porno in almost two days now.’

‘Are you bragging or complaining?’ I ask him.

‘I’m not sure,’ he says. ‘A bit of both.’

It’s getting dark, and Danny sticks to the darker parts of the grass. As he gets closer, he crouches down and runs slowly until he’s about a hundred metres from the end of the runway, then lies face down on his stomach.

‘Now what?’ Liam asks.

‘We wait,’ I say.

‘No need,’ Charlie says and points to the lights of a plane approaching the airport.

A Ryanair plane swoops down, and we see its landing gear being lowered.

‘Is he not supposed to stand up?’ Charlie asks.

‘He will,’ I tell him, ‘but he has to wait until the plane is over him. Otherwise the pilot will see him.’

‘So?’ Liam says.

‘So then the cops will be here before the plane even reaches the end of the runway,’ I say. ‘Besides it’s the thermals at the back of the plane that’ll lift him into the air.’

‘You seem to have put a lot of thought into this,’ he says, but his accusing tone is interrupted by the noise of the approaching plane.

When the jet’s lights hit him, Danny looks like a black bag lying in the grass. The noise must be tremendous, as I see him raise his hands from his sides and cover his ears. For a moment, I hope that he just lies there and lets the plane fly over him, but he doesn’t.

‘Here we go,’ says Charlie and puts his face closer to the fence.

Danny is on all fours as the plane flies over him and then jumps quickly to his feet. He’s timed it well and is standing up when the engines are above him.

Not sure what to expect, I grip the metal fence tighter and hold my breath. As if someone were standing in front of him and gave him a hard shove backwards, Danny falls back quite hard onto the ground.

‘Is that it?’ Liam asks after a few moments.

We all stare out at Danny, still on the ground.

‘What was supposed to happen again?’ Charlie asks mockingly.

‘Shut up for a minute,’ I tell them, but with relief we see Danny’s head lean forward and then his upper body sit up.

‘Well, at least he tried,’ Charlie says. ‘He can always say he gave it a go.’

‘You said he’d fly up off the ground,’ Liam says, genuinely annoyed.

‘Well, he didn’t,’ I tell him.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ he says, ‘can we go get something to eat then?’

I walk back to the car, and Liam follows me.

‘At least me jacket’s in one piece,’ he says.

‘Wait a second,’ Charlie says, still at the fence, ‘where’s Danny going?’

Charlie

I REMEMBER this time when we were kids, or teenagers, and Radio Nova was giving away free tickets to some concert in town. I think it was for Bon Jovi. You had to be the tenth caller in or something like that. We were sitting in Danny’s dad’s car outside his house, and we all got out and ran up to the phone box on the corner. I started dialing but kept getting the engaged tone, then Nick grabbed the phone and tried. No luck. Then Liam, but no joy either. Then Danny tried. And then he tried again. And again. He just kept calling and calling. It was freezing out and after a while, we all said we were going home, but he still kept trying to ring. Later on, his mam came out looking for him and found him in the phone box still ringing. He just wouldn’t give up. The funny thing is, I fucking hate Bon Jovi.

Still crouching down, we can see Danny move closer to the edge of the runway. It’s hard to tell if he’s lying on the grass or on the actual tarmacadam as he’s slipped out of sight again.

‘This is crazy,’ I say.

Liam has his phone pointing out to where Danny is.

‘I’ll call him,’ Nick says, ‘Liam, stop recording, and try to phone him.’

I continue looking out at Danny, but when I don’t hear them phoning him, I turn to look at Nick and Liam. They’re both staring off to my right, and Liam actually has his mouth open with the expression of an actor from a 1960’s science fiction movie. A giant plane is descending ever so slowly from the horizon. The three of us watch it glide down and grow larger and larger. It’s, at first anyway, quieter than the other planes, and gives the impression that it’s flying in slow motion, or that any moment it will just drop on its belly to the ground. Four huge engines roar at us, like a whale booming its mating cry. I look over at Danny and can see his head lift to see this monster charging towards him.

‘Stay down,’ I yell to Danny, but with the blasts from the engines now, I doubt if even Liam or Nick can hear me.

I shake my head in disbelief as Danny raises himself up on all fours. The lights from the jet light him up and I can see Liam’s oversized jacket on him start to flap about. He just manages to get to his feet at the same time as the nose of the aircraft passes over his head. It’s like a fucking office building on its side being thrown down the runway. He raises his arms out sideways, crucifixion style, and looks up as the belly of the plane goes over him. The landing gear must be about twenty feet above his head. As the tail of the plane passes him, Danny stands upright. We can see him lower his head and then turn towards us, as if to say, ‘is that it?’ Then, as if he were hooked to an elastic band or a reverse bungee rope, he shoots off the ground and propels about thirty feet into the air. He seems to hit a glass ceiling because his body flips sideways and flies another twenty feet to the right before diving head first towards the runway. At no more than three feet from splitting his head, he (or I mean his body, because it’s obvious that he has zero control of his movements) flips over and rockets back upwards before once again ricocheting off an invisible wall that sends him downwards. He must have gained some control because at that point he puts his arms around his head in an instinctive attempt at self-protection. Two feet from the ground, his body straightens and bounces up and down several times as if he were on a trampoline until eventually from about five feet in the air, this invisible bungee cord snaps, and gravity, unhappy with Danny’s previous defiance, smashes him into the ground. This time he bounces no more than a few inches and doesn’t move.

Like a loud radio that was incessantly being played in the background and was switched off, the evening air becomes silent and calm again. Everyone is breathing heavily, but we don’t move. All eyes stare out at the black lump lying motionless in the grass.

I stretch up and grab a hold of the fence, and try to pull myself up, but my shoes won’t grip the fence.

‘Help me,’ I yell at Nick, and he makes a cup shape with his hands. I put my foot into his hands and haul myself up the fence.

‘Hold on,’ Liam shouts.

‘What is it?’ Nick says and lets go off me, leaving me hanging from the top of the fence.

‘He moved,’ Liam says, ‘I think he moved.’

I drop back to the ground. ‘Are you sure?’ I ask.

‘I didn’t see anything,’ Nick says.

I reach up for the fence again, but then I see Danny’s right hand move slowly off the grass and then touch his head. We all hold our breaths. Then his left arm moves to the side of his body, and he lifts his head and moves it from side to side. Supporting himself with his elbows, he sits up, and then jumps up onto his feet. We explode with delight as we see him limping as fast as he can in our direction. When he gets to the fence and climbs over, he seems genuinely surprised when we all grab him and jump up and down, cheering.

It’s been a long, long time since the five of us, I mean the four of us, were so genuinely ecstatic together. Not since we were kids and Ray Houghton headed the ball past Peter Shilton in the Euro Finals in Stuttgart in 1988.

He can be a lucky bastard sometimes, Danny. Even with his limp and all. That night when we first met Ruby, I was the one who spotted her first. And when I heard her American accent, I thought it was dead sexy. She told me she was from California and I told her that she didn’t look like a Californian. Either way, I would have put money on me taking her home till she starts talking to Danny and then leaves me high and dry. I’ll never forgive him for that. There aren’t too many birds who look like her and are sound as well. I should know. My dream is to have two girlfriends who are also into each other and the three of us can share a house. It’s not as easy to find as you might think. For now, I’d settle for a gorgeous babe who’s also a bit of craic. That’s what Danny has and he doesn’t even know it. It’s like I’ve been playing the lottery for the last twenty years and he wins it on his first try. Looks now like he’s lost all of his winnings. It can happen to the best of us. Sorry, mate.

Danny

NOW IT WAS my turn to insist that they follow through with their consequences for the dare. It being Sunday evening, the two lanes of traffic aren’t as busy as you’d expect. We drove to the Tallaght exit of the M50 and now stand side by side on the hard shoulder watching the sporadic flashes from the headlights of the cars. It’s only when you stop do you notice how fast everything is going by.

That noise. That rush of sound. Ever growing and then blasting in your face. Then fading and gone. The ephemeral sound of speeding metal as it punches through the air. Like being at a race track. A guaranteed death almost as quick as a bullet if you were to step into that sound’s path. All the years I listened to it. Dreaded it. And then created it.

It was a Sunday as well when I had my big crash. I told all the doctors, the investigators, my parents and anyone who asked that I blanked out. Possible memory loss from the accident, they said, and I nodded. But I remember. I remember everything.

It was near the end of the season. All my dad talked about was the next season. Improving the car. We’ll do better, he said. We’ll try harder, he said. ‘We’? I couldn’t face it. Another year? I was struggling to cope with each weekend. Each race. Now another year seemed insurmountable. An insurmountable wall.

I dropped back down the field. 5th. 7th. 10th. I could see him in the pits screaming. Going mental. When I reached the end of the straight, something inside of me just gave up. I didn’t steer the car into the wall. I just let go. Relaxed my grip. I quit. And for that second or two, it felt so good. There was silence. I wanted to destroy the car. To put it out of its misery. So I just let go.

I hit the wall. I ended it all. Ended its despair and gloom and smashed into my insurmountable wall. My dad had always told me to be one with my car, and for those few moments before the crash, I finally bonded with it. Two inmates. Two allies. Holding hands as we jumped off the cliff.

A rackety old truck shrieks by and breaks me out of my daydream, and then fades away.

‘They’re going very fast, aren’t they?’ Liam says. We all turn and look at him.

‘So who’s going first?’ I ask them.

‘I’m not,’ Charlie says quickly.

‘Well, I’m fucking not either,’ Liam says.

‘Come on,’ Nick says, taking a last drag from his cigarette, ‘we’ll all go together.’

’We’re all going to die together,’ Liam says.

Nick had explained to us in the car on the way here - ‘It’s very simple, lads. We each have to walk from one exit of the M50 to the next. It’ll be about a mile walk. But not on the hard shoulder. We have to walk in the middle of the motorway. Along the white dotted line. Against the direction of the traffic.’

‘Will we run?’ Charlie asks.

‘Run where?’ Nick says.

‘If we run through the traffic instead of walking. Does that count?’

‘That’s worse,’ Nick says. ‘Come on, we’ll walk quickly.’

There’s a break in the traffic and without another word, Nick steps out into the slow lane. Charlie and Liam, like two children clinging to their mother in heavy rain, cower behind him. Almost immediately, a car starts flashing his lights at them as he passes them in the fast lane.

‘Fast lane,’ Nick calls out, and they shuffle into the next lane, Charlie and Liam following like the carriages of a train. A van blasts his horn and flashes his lights at them as it passes by.

The road seems clear, and I hear Nick call out, ‘come on, faster. There’s nothing coming.’

I follow them, walking along the hard shoulder as they quicken their pace. I can see a single headlight charging towards them.

‘Slow lane,’ Nick calls and they sidestep to the right as the bike whizzes by them.

A car, not too far behind the bike, starts flashing his lights at them.

‘Car,’ Nick yells. With that, Liam, his head still buried behind Charlie’s jacket, steps to his left. Charlie grabs him and pulls him back, just as the car flashes by within a few inches of him.

‘What are you doing?’ Charlie screams at him.

‘He said there was a car coming,’ he yells back, pointing at Nick.

‘I didn’t say to change lanes,’ Nick shouts.

Liam’s face is flushed red. ‘Just hurry fucking up, will you? We’re not out here for a Sunday stroll.’

‘How can I go any faster with you two hanging onto me,’ Nick yells at him.

A car races past them and blows his horn.

‘I’m just saying to walk a bit faster.’

‘Do you want to go first, then?’ Nick says.

A van moves from the slow lane into the fast lane to avoid them.

‘No, I don’t,’ Liam says, ‘just put a bit of pace into it, will you?’

‘Right then,’ Nick says, and walks behind both of them. ‘You fucking lead.’

Charlie, now in front, screams at both of them. ‘Shut the fuck up the two of you,’ he yells as another motorbike flies by. ‘Now, come on,’ and he turns as if leading a troop into battle.

‘Fast lane,’ he calls out and they dutifully follow as he quickens his pace.

They move from left to right a few times, like advancing soldiers on a battlefield.

‘Slow lane,’ Charlie orders. Another car shoots by.

I see the truck before they do. A massive thing. It has a slanted roof on the cabin and has lights, like fairy lights, running along every edge of its front. It doesn’t even look like it will fit under the bridge.

Charlie sees it and orders them to switch lanes.

Only then did I see the second truck overtaking it, and moving even faster. They switch lanes again, but the driver must have seen them as he starts furiously flashing his headlights at them.

One of them blares his air horns at them and the original truck slams on his brakes and smoke comes off his back tyres. It didn’t have much effect, as both trucks are now head to head looming down on them like wild animals running side by side.

Charlie, Liam and Nick freeze. They have moved into the centre of the road and seem unable to move. I try to shout at them. To tell them to get off the road, but I’ve no voice. Panic has overtaken us all. They hold on to each other as if they’re falling off a cliff.

Both trucks blare their horns again in unison. Charlie starts to scream, and then they all start screaming. The scream rises and seems to come from some primordial place inside of them.

The full force of the trucks’ lights turns the road into daylight. All of their mouths are open and their eyes closed. It looks like a photograph. All three of them caught in a camera’s flash.

Then a torrent of noise and darkness, as if they stepped through a waterfall and into a cave with only the sound of the crashing water still audible. Both trucks flash by them on either side, like freight trains, in what only lasts for a few seconds but feels like a full minute.

I instinctively cover my face with my hands. When the trucks have passed there is a disturbed stillness in the air, like someone has slammed a door in your face. I open my eyes to see the three of them still clinging to each other tightly, and more embarrassingly, still screaming their heads off. I feel faint, and allow myself to fall backwards onto the grass verge.

They limp their way off the motorway, and Charlie drops down beside me. Liam is still gripping Nick. He turns and pushes Liam away, and Liam steps back, a little embarrassed. Charlie looks at them and starts to smile. Nick takes out a cigarette and with a shaking hand, lights it.

‘I’m going back to the car,’ Liam says, breaking the silence, but when he starts to move, his legs don’t budge. He falls forward onto the road and cracks his head off the ground.

‘Owwww,’ he yells out and puts his hands to his head.

Ruby

THE BOISTEROUS MEN, mostly single, are starting to peter out slowly after a day of watching sports and drinking. I hate this shift. I hate their eyes on me. Their barbaric questions. Their banal comments. Their insinuating smirks. They are steadily being replaced by couples with expressionless faces sitting side by side; taciturn until after their second drink.

There must be a word when we feel a multitude of emotions at the same time. If there is I don’t know what it is, but that’s exactly how I feel when I see Danny walking through the door. Relief, fear, anger, joy, love, sadness, hope, despair. And all at the same moment. Like different fruit sprouting from the same branch of a tree.

I had this image in my head of him sitting alone somewhere, so I’m surprised to see Nick, Liam and Charlie walking in after him. It was only when he’s sitting down that I notice their blond hair and the cuts and bruises on their faces. The other three are talking in whispers among themselves, but Danny is staring down the other end of the bar. I know what he’s looking at before I even lean forward to confirm that it’s Ricky.

I love working with Ricky, but I know that our comfort around each other sometimes pisses Danny off. Ricky can be very tactile, and it doesn’t help being squeezed behind such a small bar for a ten-hour shift. Ricky loves women and women love Ricky, but once a girl is ‘off the market’ as he calls it, then that’s it for him. Charlie says that when an average looking guy goes out with a beautiful girl, most of them can’t handle it as there’s a perpetual streak of jealousy that’s aggravated whenever a younger, better looking or funnier guy gets her attention for even a moment.

Always a girl to grab the bull by the horns, I walk straight over to them. As I approach the table, I hear Nick ask Liam what they’re supposed to do with a penguin once they have it. I imagine it’s some euphemism for drugs and hope Danny hasn’t gone down this road.

‘What happened to you guys,’ I ask, trying to keep it as casual sounding as possible.

They all go quiet, then look down at my stomach. I place my arm across it.

‘What do you mean?’ Liam asks.

I ignore him and turn to Danny. ‘I have ten minutes,’ I say and walk away.

I hear him getting down from his stool and his footsteps behind me as he follows me into the small staff canteen behind the bar. The florescent bulbs fill the room with harsh light. I fill the kettle but don’t switch it on, and I tell him that I don’t want a scene. I tell him that I can’t afford to lose my job. Not now.

‘Just tell me who the father is,’ he says.

‘Let it go, Danny. Please. At least for now.’

‘Okay, then, I’ve come to a decision.’

He puts his hand out and leans against the fridge.

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I’m listening.’

‘But I’ll give you some time to think about it, if you want to.’

‘I’ll do anything. I promise. Tell me,’ I say.

‘We’ll stay together and put all of this behind us, on the condition that you get rid of it.’

I can’t help but lift my hands up to my face. I feel vulnerable and overwhelmed and I start to cry behind my fingers. I hear Danny walking closer to me, and I feel his hand on my shoulder. He takes my hands away from my face and holds my tear-soaked fingers.

‘Please,’ he pleads.

I look up at him. I look up into his big sad brown eyes.

‘I can’t,’ I tell him.

The color drops from his face, and I can almost hear his blood, like rain, falling down through his body.

‘Please, Ruby,’ he begs me. ‘I don’t want to lose you. I still love you.’

He is forcing himself not to cry. I turn my hands in his grip and squeeze his hands tightly and look hard into his eyes.

‘And I love you,’ I say, but then loosen my grip on his hands and let go, gently stroking his fingers as I do and take a deep breath before continuing. ‘But I can’t do that. Not what you’re asking me. I know I’ve done a terrible thing and you’ve every right not to forgive me. But as awful as I feel and it’s so hard to explain and I’m sure so hard for you to understand, but...’ I place both his palms on my stomach and although my eyes still hold my tears, I smile. ‘...but I’m so happy to be having this baby.’

I reach out and stroke his arm.

‘This is my baby now, and I’m its mother. I’m all it has right now. And it feels so wonderful to have it growing inside of me. And I know it’s wrong, but I’m so happy. I can’t explain it, and I never thought that I’d feel like this. Maybe it’s just the hormones or the chemicals or some trick of human evolution to get me to accept the baby, but I already feel so much love for it. I wish so much that it were your baby, but there’s nothing I can do about that now.’

Still smiling, I take his hand and, moving slowly, press it against my stomach. I can feel him resist.

‘I can’t,’ he says shaking his head.

‘No, but we can, Danny. You and me.’

He continues looking at his hand on my stomach.

‘What would people say?’

‘Who gives a fuck what people would say?’ I say loudly. ‘This is between us, Danny. Only us.’

I squeeze his hands tighter against me.

‘Listen to me,’ I say with more determination. He looks up at me

‘I’ve spoken to the father, and he agrees that you can adopt.’

He tries to pull his hands away from me, but I hold on to him and pull them back.

‘Listen to me,’ I tell him again and I shake his hands aggressively until he looks into my eyes. ‘He feels awful about this as well, but that doesn’t matter right now. Look, he doesn’t even want his name on the birth certificate.’

He looks away from me. He’s breathing heavily and tries to pull his hands away again but with less effort this time.

‘I don’t know,’ he says softly.

‘Please,’ I beg. ‘We can do this.’

His eyes fall down to my stomach as the door of the canteen opens abruptly.

‘Sorry to disturb, lads,’ Ricky calls out. ‘Ruby, I’ve to go down and change the Guinness keg, okay?’

Danny has already let go of my hands and is hiding his face from him. His body stiffens again, and he doesn’t move.

‘Alright,’ I say, quickly wiping my eyes. ‘I’m coming now.’

As the door closes, I reach out my hand for Danny, but he’s turned away.

‘Danny, please.’

‘No,’ he says without looking at me and walks toward the door.

‘Danny?’ I call out to him again.

He stops but doesn’t turn around to face me.

‘Can I have a hug please?’

He turns his head and looks back at me.

‘I could do with a hug,’ I say again. ‘Please?’

But he says nothing and does nothing, and I’m left standing alone in the cold white light, and I don’t drop my arms until the door closes behind him.

Liam

I RIP OFF a blank corner from a Sunday newspaper that someone has left on the table, and Charlie hands me a pen.

‘Right, here’s what we have so far,’ I say, and I call them out as I write. ‘One, run naked up and down O’Connell Street. Two, steal a double decker bus and pick up passengers. Three, dress up as a transvestite and walk around town. Four, pretend to be a busker for an hour on Grafton Street. And five, spend a night as a homeless person.’

Nick doesn’t look too impressed with any of them. Too fuckin’ bad.

‘But I still think,’ I say, ‘that we should do the penguin one.’

‘I’m not stealin’ a penguin, Liam,’ Nick says.

‘What’s he supposed to do with it when we get it,’ Charlie asks.

‘Keep it in his bath,’ I tell him.

‘I’m not keeping a fucking penguin in my bath,’ Nick says.

‘It could be like a pet,’ I suggest, but he’s not listenin’.

Danny comes back to the table.

‘Anyway,’ Charlie says, ‘it’s up to us to pick your dare. Not you, Nick, and I’m leaning towards the double decker bus idea.’

‘I have another one that I’ve been thinkin’ about,’ I say.

‘Go on,’ Nick says.

‘But it’d have to be somethin’ that we all agree with.’

‘Sounds deadly,’ Charlie says, and they all lean forward.

‘I was in the canteen at work, and I overheard these two drivers talkin’. They’ve been in An Post for a while, but I wouldn’t know them that well. Anyway, they were complainin’ that they were waitin’ over ten minutes for the cops to get their coffee. Said it’s the same every Monday.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Nick asks, ‘what fuckin’ cops?’

‘Look,’ I say, ‘this is how it works. Every Monday and Thursday, about ten An Post vans park alongside the GPO. For every An Post van there’s an unmarked Garda car with two detectives in it. A metal shutter door opens at the side of the GPO, and one of the vans reverses into it. They pull the shutters down and then fill the van with bags of cash. And when I say bags of cash, I mean bags of cash.

‘Me mate, Joe, does it sometimes as overtime. He says there are wads of bills inside the bags. The bags are made of cloth, and you can feel them in your hands. Some of the bags have coins in them and you can hardly even lift those ones.

‘When the van is full, an An Post driver and a postman get in and the shutters open. There’s enough money in it for about four or five post offices around Dublin. All the social security payments, mickey money, dole money, the usual shite they pay out. There has to be hundreds of thousands in the van.

‘Anyway, when the van comes out, it just drives off, and an unmarked cop car follows them, you know, like an escort, and they go from post office to post office giving out the money. They don’t tear around the place breakin’ lights or anythin’. You wouldn’t even know the van had any cash in it. It’s all done very low key.

‘When they get to each of the post offices, the postman in the passenger seat gets out and brings the money in, whatever bags they’re supposed to get, and the driver and the guards wait outside.’

Nick and Charlie look at each other like I’ve just been speakin’ a foreign language.

‘And?’ Nick says.

‘Well,’ I continue in a low whisper, ‘a lot of the time, well, most of the time, the cops get caught in the mornin’ traffic or at lights, and the postmen are always complainin’ that they have to wait for them.’

‘And?’ Charlie says this time.

‘There’s literally hundreds of thousands in the back of them vans. Bags of cash. And no security. Well, that’s if you don’t count the two postmen who are only doing a few hours overtime and couldn’t give a fuck anyways.’

Charlie looks at Nick. ‘Is he saying what I think he’s saying?’

‘All I’m sayin’ is, it’d be so easy. These two drivers were bitchin’ that in the Limekiln post office every Monday, they have to wait over ten minutes ‘cause the cops always stop to get coffee in Walkinstown.’

‘And by any chance,’ Charlie asks me, ‘when the two cops do turn up with their cappuccinos, would they have, em... what do you call them things? Oh, yeah… guns?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say, ‘they’re detectives, so yeah. I think they have Uzis, don’t they?’

‘Uzis?’ Charlie yells at me.

‘Shhh,’ I tell him.

Nick leans back into his chair. ‘Hold on,’ he says, ‘is this supposed to be my dare?’

‘Well, I was thinkin’,’ I say, ‘we could do it collectively. As a group, so to speak. I’ve been thinkin’ about it for a while. There’d be enough cash for all of us to do anythin’ or go anywhere we wanted.’

‘I think he’s lost the plot,’ Charlie says to Nick.

‘I think we’ll all lose the plot if we don’t get some sleep,’ Nick says.

‘Danny, what do you think?’ I ask him, but the bollocks is just starin’ over at the bar. Wastin’ me bleedin’ breath on him.

Nick

WE SPEND SO much time worrying about bullshit that never happens, but it’s always, inevitably, those unimagined and unimaginable sidewinders that come out of nowhere and catch you off guard and knock you for six.

‘Danny, we’re heading off,’ I say to him.

He half turns to me, ‘what?’

‘We’re splitting. Are you right?’

‘In a minute,’ he says, and his eyes turn their attention back to Ricky, who is standing beside Ruby drying a glass with a towel. He says something to her and puts the glass down. Opening a small cupboard, he reaches up and takes down what looks like a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. A customer walks up to the other end of the bar, and Ruby walks down to serve him. Ricky lifts the service hatch and walks towards the back. Danny’s head looks from Ruby to Ricky, as Ricky opens the emergency exit and goes outside.

‘Hold on,’ Danny says, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

He gets up and marches off to the back, opens the door and is gone.

‘Shit,’ I tell the others, ‘we’d better go after him.’

‘Why, where’s he gone?’ Liam asks as both Charlie and I get up and follow Danny.

The back of the pub looks like the back of any pub; empty kegs stacked up, cigarette butts on the ground, crates of empty bottles, black and green bins overflowing. To one side there’s a half built wall and the beginnings of what looks like a mini beer garden with various building materials and equipment abandoned on the ground.

Just beyond that, I hear raised voices, accusing and defending. I walk quickly in their direction. Ricky has both of his arms in the air, a full cigarette in his right hand. Danny is pushing him in the chest and yelling at him.

‘Admit it, you prick.’

‘It’s not me, Danny,’ Ricky pleads.

‘So, you know about it then?’

‘Yeah, she told me.’

‘Did she? She told me that she told the father before me.’

‘You’ve got it all wrong. I swear.’

‘Admit it.’

‘Mate, you’re losing it.’

‘I’m not your fucking mate.’

I run over to Danny and grab his arms.

‘Take it easy, Danny,’ I say. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

I hear the emergency door open and close and then Charlie grabs the other side of Danny. We try to pull Danny away, but his whole body is so tense that he feels stronger than Charlie and me.

‘Prick,’ Danny spits at Ricky, as we slowly drag him away.

Ricky is quite shaken, and I see his hand shaking as he takes a drag from his cigarette.

‘Come on, Danny,’ I say, ‘let’s go home.’

‘This isn’t the time,’ Charlie says.

Liam’s standing behind us but now turns and walks off as we approach. Danny’s body relaxes and he turns his back on Ricky. He’s standing on my left and I let go of his arm and slap him on the shoulder a couple of times to soothe him, or something to that effect. To Danny, however, it’s more like a slap you give to the rump of a horse to jolt it forwards.

Danny spins around between Charlie and me and bolts back to Ricky quicker than even Charlie or I could turn our heads. By the time we turn around, he had reached his target. Ricky’s facing in a different direction so he’s caught off guard as he’s shoved violently from the side. His legs take a couple of steps in an attempt to avoid the inevitable, but the momentum is too strong and his upper body begins to collapse to the ground. His legs quickly follow and I think that for a few moments his whole body is actually clear off the ground. It all happens so silently, a shove and then a thud; like a kid pushing a snowman over.

Charlie, Liam and I just stare at Danny as he walks back to us.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ he says, but we don’t move. We look at Ricky lying on top of the building rubble, his face to the stars. Danny walks past us, but when we don’t move, he turns back around. He looks over at Ricky.

Charlie is the first to step forward. He walks slowly over to Ricky cautiously, as if Ricky were about to jump up and hit him. He looks down at him for a few moments.

‘I think he’s unconscious,’ he says.

I walk over to him, and possibly encouraged by Charlie being there as well, I bend down. Gently, I touch Ricky’s chest as if I’d be electrocuted at any moment. I swallow hard and look at his face. I can feel the blood drain from my own face when I look into his eyes.

I turn my head and look over at Danny, who hasn’t moved from his spot. When he sees my face, he takes a step back. As I turn back to Ricky, his head flops to the side, giving me such a fright that I fall backwards onto my arse, grabbing Charlie by the arm and causing him to fall back as well.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ he says.

I stand back up, but can feel my legs go weak, and I start to gently shake.

I can only see the base of the nail in the piece of wood. I can’t tell how much has pierced into the back of his head but by the thickness of the part that I can see, there has to be at least three or four inches lodged into his skull.

I don’t hear Liam running to us, so I’m surprised when he grabs me.

‘Holy fuck,’ he shouts, ‘holy fuck. Holy fuck.’

Everything goes silent. I look at Liam and he’s shouting something at me, but I can’t hear the words coming out of his mouth. Charlie takes a few involuntary steps back, then twists around and vomits up two pints of Heineken onto his shoes. Liam is still screaming something as I look over at Danny.

He hasn’t moved but his expression is more frightening than Liam’s screaming or Charlie’s vomiting. A look that goes beyond despair. Beyond mere shock. A look with a primordial knowledge that everything has just changed and that from this moment, nothing will ever be the same.

I feel myself go dizzy and lightheaded, and then as quickly as the noise had stopped, it floods back to me, like someone has switched off the mute on a television set.

‘Holy fuck,’ Liam is still yelling. ‘Holy fuck.’

My senses come back to me like a slap in the face.

‘Shut up,’ I yell at Liam. ‘Shut up.’

I take deep breaths. Charlie, still half bent over, looks at me and then Danny. He stands up straight and faces me.

‘What are we going to do?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know,’ I almost whisper.

‘What?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t fucking know.’

Liam is staring down at Ricky’s body. ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ he says.

‘What?’ I say. ‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Nobody saw us,’ he says looking up. ‘There’s no cameras here.’

‘And what,’ I say, ‘he just fell?’

‘Yeah, he fell,’ Charlie agrees, ‘he tripped and then he fell.’

‘Charlie, there’s no way...’

‘Happens every day, Nick. He tripped on that wood there and then… and then… he fell.’

‘What have I done?’ Danny says, standing beside us.

‘Danny, it’s okay,’ I tell him, ‘we’ll sort it out.’

‘Oh, Jesus. Oh, Jesus. What have I done?’

‘How are we going to sort it, Nick?’ Charlie asks.

‘Give me the keys of the car,’ Liam says, but when Danny doesn't move, he reaches into his pocket and takes them. ‘I’ll get the car.’

‘Let’s get the fuck out of here, quick,’ Charlie says.

‘I don’t know, Charlie,’ I say, ‘I’m not sure about this.’

‘Oh, my God,’ Danny says and begins to cry.

‘Nick, help me,’ Charlie shouts at me, grabbing Danny by the arm.

‘Fuck,’ is all I can say, and I take Danny’s other arm and walk him towards his car as Liam reverses it down the back lane. We put him into the passenger seat.

‘Let me drive,’ I say to Liam, and he gets out and sits in the back with Charlie.

As I drive off, I glance in the mirror and I can still see Ricky’s body. The whole scene is flooded in red from the brake lights of the car. I put the car into first gear and take my foot off the brakes, and like flicking a switch, there’s darkness again and the crunching of gravel as the tyres turn slowly out of the lane.

I look into the darkness again as we drive off and I see a tiny red glow flicker for a moment and then go out. I realise that it’s the ember from Ricky’s cigarette burning out and going cold.

Charlie

NICK DRIVES and drives, and we argue and argue. I’ve no idea where we are most of the time. I’ve no idea what we’re even arguing about. One road leads into another. One turn flows into another turn. We stay on the smaller roads, heading north of the city. We stop at a petrol station to fill up. Nick buys cigarettes. He gets back in the car, and we argue again. Danny just stares out of the window. I think he’s in shock.

We end up on Dollymount beach, driving up and down until Nick finally stops, and we all look out at the beach, the sea and the moon above. Everyone is silent for once as we gaze out at Howth and across Dublin Bay into Wicklow. The moon is right above us and seems bigger than normal. It’s like it’s glaring down at us and only us. Disapproving and disappointed. 

‘Wait here, Danny,’ Nick says. ‘We’ll be back in a minute.’ He turns around and nods with his head for us to follow him, and he gets out of the car.

‘Look, there’s no point in arguing anymore,’ I say as we reach the edge of the sea.

‘So, what’s the plan then?’ Liam asks.

‘What do you mean, what’s the plan?’ Nick says. ‘You’re the one who said, “let’s get out of here”.’

‘Well let’s talk about our options,’ he says.

‘Our options?’ Nick says. ’Here’s our options. We’re fucked. Option one, we’re fucked. Option two, we’re fucked. Option three, we’re fucked. Is that enough options for you?’

‘Jesus, relax, will you?’ Liam says, ‘I don’t know why you’re being so aggressive about it.’

‘Right then,’ Nick says, ‘what do you want to do? Let’s hear your way out of this.’

‘Well,’ he began, ‘remember that game Pac-man? Do you know what the secret to it was? I’ll tell you - never panic. No matter how close the monster was to eating you, as long as you stayed calm, there was always a way out. Always.’

‘Are you taking the piss?’ Nick says to him.

‘There’s no need to be so negative,’ Liam says. ‘That’s not going to help.’

‘Charlie, shut him up please.’

‘Lads,’ I plead, ‘arguing amongst ourselves isn’t going to get us anywhere. Liam’s right, Nick. We need to talk about our options.’

Nick takes out his cigarettes and then realises he already has one in his hand.

‘We have to open to the idea,’ I continue, ‘that, like Liam said, nobody saw us, and that the whole thing will be put down to an accident.’

‘And what if it’s not, Charlie?’ Nick says. ‘What if right now the cops are looking for us? What if right now they’re knocking on our doors? Are you open to that idea as well?’

‘You’re right, Nick. So what do we do then?’

‘We run,’ Liam says.

‘Run?’ Nick says. ‘Run where, Liam? To the Mexican border?’

‘Mexico? What the fuck’s in Mexico?’

‘No wait, Nick. Running is an option,’ I say, then looking at Liam. ‘Maybe not to Mexico though.’

‘I’d love to go to Thailand,’ Liam says. ‘The beer’s for nothing, and don’t get me started on the brazzers.’

‘Thailand?’ Nick says. ’You hate even going outside of Dublin for fuck’s sake. You don’t even like Chinese food.’

‘I didn’t say China, I said Thailand. And anyway now I would like to go.’

Nick looks tired from all the arguing. He looks over at the car. ‘What about him?’ he says.

‘He’ll be alright,’ I say. ‘We’ll take him with us. He’ll be alright after a while.’

‘So are we going then?’ Liam asks.

Nick lets out a big sigh and says, ‘what about money?’

‘We’ll go to the banks first thing in the morning and take out whatever we have,’ I say.

‘Okay,’ Nick says, ‘I have about seven or eight grand. What about you?’

‘Em, about four or five?’ I say.

‘Thousand?’

‘Hundred.’

‘Jesus, we’ll be lucky to be able to afford tickets to Thailand, never mind fucking live there. Liam, what about you?’

‘About sixty grand.’

‘Holy fuck,’ I say. ‘Where’d you get that?’

‘His porno sales,’ Nick says, and Liam’s silence confirms it.

‘We should go to London first or at least to some part of England,’ I suggest, ‘then after a bit, we can decide where to go.’

‘We could always turn ourselves in,’ Nick says.

Liam and I look at each other but don’t say anything.

‘It’s another option,’ Nick says.

No matter what we decide to do, it won’t change what’s already happened. I’m about to say this when Nick says, ‘we can’t stay here all night,’ and starts to walk back to the car.

I follow after him.

‘Wait,’ Liam calls to us, ‘what day is it?’

We stop and turn around. ‘Sunday,’ I say.

Nick looks at his watch, ‘Monday morning actually.’

He stands looking at us, and we stand looking at him. He smiles mischievously. I can’t help but smile as well, and turn to Nick.

‘No,’ Nick says and walks away. ‘No fucking way.’

Liam walks quickly after him. ‘But if we’re already as fucked as you say, then we can’t be any more fucked than we already are. Do you see what I mean?’

‘No,’ Nick says and continues walking back to the car.

‘We could live like kings for years with that kind of money,’ I tell him. Liam and I are now like dogs yelping at his heels.

‘Well, I think we should at least think about it,’ Liam says.

‘Well, think about it silently,’ Nick says as he gets into the car.

Liam and I get in the back and look at Danny.

‘He’s still in shock,’ I say.

‘He’ll be alright,’ Nick says, but not convincingly, and then starts the car.

Nick

WE DRIVE SLOWLY off Dollymount beach and away from its sea; the moon watching us as we head back into the city in search of a life that isn’t there for us anymore. No one is talking. I switch on the radio and Jeff Buckley singing ‘Hallelujah’ serenades us as we drive through Clontarf and into the city centre. The last dregs of another Sunday night litter the streets. Waves of people dispersing from the city back to their homes in the suburbs like ripples on a lake spreading outwards from the epicentre of a fallen rock.

It’s a normal Sunday night. Nothing has changed. So what if a man has died needlessly tonight? People still have to eat; still have to get drunk; have a good time; get laid; enjoy life; hate life. The world can’t stop turning for one more tragedy. Tomorrow on the news, Ricky’s death will be listened to with the interest shown when driving past a dead cat on the side of the road.

As I approach my house, I switch off my lights, and park a couple of streets away. I have to lean forward over the steering wheel to see my road. A Garda car is parked outside with its lights off. They both have their windows down and one of them has a cigarette in his hand and is blowing smoke up into the air. Great police work, lads.

Charlie and Liam lean over me to see, and then they both sink back into their seats. Even Danny turns his head and looks at them but doesn’t change his expression.

We don’t say anything.  What can we say? We all knew already anyway.

I reverse down the street and away from my house. Away from all we know. I switch back on the lights, lighting an untraveled, unfamiliar and unknown road ahead, and leaving everything we know or once knew in the darkness behind.




Monday






Nick

I WAKE UP to the sounds of a lorry emptying out several large industrial-sized bins. For a moment I think that I’m lying in my bed listening to the inconsiderate bin men disturbing my slumber outside my window until I turn my neck slightly and the pain shoots down my back. My head is pressed against the car window, and, opening my eyes, I sit up slowly keeping my head at an awkward angle to my body.

I blink violently, trying to adjust my eyes to the light, and very delicately try to align my head into some sort of a vertical relationship with the rest of my body. I groan involuntarily. When I finally reach what I deem to be the lowest possible form of physical discomfort, I turn to Danny. He’s awake. I don’t know if he’s slept at all, and I don’t ask him. With his left hand, he keeps turning his granny’s gold wedding ring around and around on his finger. 

I look in the back at the other two. They are lying across each other and an image of Torvill and Dean at the end of their Bolero comes to mind. A chuckle escapes from my mouth but is cut short by a spasm of pain across my neck.

We had parked and then spent the night in a car park of a McDonald’s near Churchtown. There were only a couple of other cars beside us, one of which is clamped. The small digital clock on Danny’s car reads 8:01. The front door of the restaurant opens and a guy carrying a mop and bucket starts to wash down the entrance.

‘Do you fancy a coffee?’ I ask Danny.

He stops turning the ring on his finger and turns to me and attempts to say something. After a couple of tries, I put my hand on his arm. ‘It’s okay,’ I tell him. ‘Let’s get some coffee, alright?’

He nods and I open the car door and step outside, my bones audibly and shockingly creaking as I stretch. I walk around to Danny’s side, and seeing that he hasn’t moved, I open the door for him. He looks at the door opening as if it were magically opening by itself, but when I touch him on the shoulder, he looks up at me and climbs out.

I lean in and yell at the other two, ‘hey, wake up. We’re getting some breakfast.’

They jump a little, still wrapped in each other’s arms, but then looking at each other, violently push each other away.

‘Get the fuck off me,’ Charlie yells at him.

‘You’d your arms around me, ye bender,’ Liam shouts back.

They both stretch their legs and arms, and Liam, mid-stretch, yawns and then lets out a thunderous fart that echoes throughout the car.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I say, as Charlie bails out of the side. He’s about to hurl abuse at Liam but I raise my hand to him.

‘Let’s try to keep as low a profile as possible,’ I tell him.

‘That’ll be hard when you’re walking round with the best looking bloke in Ireland,’ he says, and then points at the car. ‘And the fattest.’

Inside the restaurant I order two coffees.

‘Anything else?’ the girl asks.

‘A double espresso, please,’ Charlie says.

His bulk pushing me to the side, Liam steps in front of me, his eyes scanning over the menu boards as if viewing a mountain range in the distance.

‘Yeah, em, hi… give me em, two Egg McMuffins, three hash browns and pancakes with maple syrup please.’

‘Anything to drink?’ the girl asks.

‘Strawberry milk shake.’

‘Do you want that supersized?’

Charlie looks at her and says, ‘what do you think, love?’ and Liam throws him a dirty look.

‘I thought you said you were going to lose a bit of weight before your date with that girl,’ I says to him.

‘Not much chance of that happening now, is there?’ he says.

I suppose he’s right.

We sit and eat in silence. A man and his three-year-old son are sitting beside us. I see Danny watching the boy, who’s sitting quietly and eating his pancakes. The father throws us a few furtive glances, and I don’t blame him. I nudge Danny and nod at him to stop staring. He looks away and then into the blackness of his coffee.

‘Are we all in agreement as to what we’re going to do then?’ I ask.

‘I’m in if everyone else is,’ Liam says.

‘No, Liam,’ I say, ‘it doesn’t matter who’s in or not, you have to make your own choice here. If something goes wrong then you have only yourself to blame. Charlie?’

He sighs and doesn’t say anything.

‘Charlie?’ I say again.

‘To be honest, I think we should think about it a bit more,’ he says.

‘What’s to think about? You didn’t say that last night.’ Liam says.

‘This is serious shit, Liam,’ Charlie says, ‘we should at least talk about it a bit.’

‘Well,’ Liam says, looking at his watch, ‘we have about three more hours, so if you want to talk about it, then you’d better talk fast.’

I see a van pull up outside, and the driver throws a bundle of newspapers at the front door. Liam and Charlie start to argue, quietly at least, as I walk over to the food counter. One of the staff is opening up the bundle.

‘Mind if I take one?’ I say, and he hands me the morning newspaper.

I flick open the first page until I find what I’m looking for. On page two is an article with the headline - ‘Four Suspects Sought in Death of Bartender’ I feel the coffee in my stomach climb back up into my throat, and I have to force it back down. I grab a table to stop myself from falling. I try to read the article but my head is spinning and the words are swimming around on the page. I feel as if everyone is looking at me. Are they looking at me because I’m about to throw up or because they know I’m a wanted fugitive.

I take a few deep breaths and walk back to the table.

Charlie

USUALLY WHENEVER Liam has an idea, or he’s involved in any way in its conception, planning or execution, I’ve found from previous experience that it’s best to have nothing whatsoever to do with it. As good as you might think it sounds, and as tempting the end result may initially appear, generally something’s going to fuck up, and you’re going to be the one left holding the shit end of the stick.

‘You haven’t got the balls to do it,’ Liam says to me.

‘Are you having a laugh?’ I ask him. ‘This from a guy who three days ago couldn’t muster up enough courage to walk up to a girl and say hello?’

‘That was different,’ he says. ‘It wouldn’t bother me now.’

An opened newspaper falls in front of us, and we both jump back a little. We read the headline.

We both say the same thing, with the exception that I whisper it, whereas Liam screams it to the whole restaurant.

‘Holy fuck,’ he says and stands up out of his chair.

Everyone in McDonald’s looks over at Liam. Then at us. As if a blanket has been lifted off us, we’re visible. I see a man across from us looking back down at his paper, as if searching for more information.

‘Let’s go,’ Nick says firmly, and grabs Danny by the arm, lifting him. They walk towards the main door, Liam and I following them, fighting over the newspaper. It seems so bright outside. It’s going to be another hot day. It’s a strange thing to think, but I can’t imagine it’s ever going to rain in Ireland again. The car park is busier now, but Danny’s bright blue BMW still stands out like an Armani suit on a clothes rack in Lidl. Nick says what I’m thinking.

‘We need to switch cars.’

‘I could borrow me Ma’s,’ Liam says. ‘She wouldn’t mind me taking it for a few days.’

‘You know sometimes,’ Nick says to him, ‘I can’t figure out half the time whether you’re taking the piss or not. And to be honest, I don’t know which is scarier.’

‘They say that the brain uses twenty percent of your calorie intake,’ I say. ‘Maybe why he’s so fat. His brain is obviously only using about two percent.’

A silver SUV pulls up to our left in the ‘waiting for orders’ section. The driver’s window is open and we can hear him shouting.

‘...we just don’t use that word, and I don’t want to hear it again.’

‘But why, Daddy?’ we hear a little girl ask.

‘Because it’s a bad word, Sweetie, and it makes baby Jesus cry.’

‘But Jamie said it first.’

‘Okay, but next time just say it was the F-word, okay?’

‘Okay, Daddy.’

‘Just wait here a second. I’ll be right back,’ he says and he gets out, and pushing his way through us, goes inside.

I look at Nick and he turns and looks at me. Without saying anything we walk straight up to the SUV. I open the back door.

‘Hey, Sweetie,’ I say unbuckling a four year old girl from her seat, ‘Daddy said he wants you to go into McDonald’s after him.’

I place her on the ground and push her gently towards the front doors of the restaurant and she happily goes inside. Nick puts Danny in the passenger seat and runs back around to the driver’s side. I finally get the kid’s seat unhooked from the seat belt and throw it onto the ground. Liam is already seated in the back as Nick rams the gear stick into first and revs the engine. As the SUV lurches forward, the front door to McDonald’s opens and ‘Daddy’ comes bolting out like a man possessed.

‘You fuckers,’ he screams, charging after us. ‘You fucking fuckers,’

‘You’re supposed to say the F-word,’ I call out the window to him.

Nick slams on the brakes and we all shoot forward in our seats. I quickly turn around and see that the Daddy, surprised at this, has also stopped. Probably not sure exactly what he’s going to do when he catches up with us.

‘What the fuck?’ Liam says, as Nick bends down to Danny’s feet and comes up holding a little brown-haired dog. He opens the door and gently places the dog on the road, and then turns his head and looks straight into the eyes of Daddy before closing the door gently and calmly driving out of the car park. Danny has turned in his seat and is looking back at the restaurant. I thought he was looking at the man, but he’s just standing there, angry but resigned, and then I see what has Danny’s attention. He’s watching his shiny blue car getting smaller and smaller, until eventually when it’s out of sight, he turns back around in his seat and stares out of the window again.

Danny

DURING MY CAR racing days with my dad, the only way that I could survive the constant onslaught of race after race, failure after failure, was going into a sort of emotional shutdown. Physically I would go through the motions, but inside I ceased to exist. It was like I was observing my actions as a spectator, uninvolved and unattached, with the world around me just spinning by. It was the only way I would be able to endure the hours and hours at the race track.

Since I... since Ricky... since that thing, I feel buried inside myself again. Only deeper this time. Much deeper. Like I’m in a coma, and I feel that if I were to step out of the security of that cocoon, my head would explode. As Nick drives, I can see and hear the world around me; the sound of the tyres gliding along the road, the hum of the engine, the cars, the people, the buildings all going by, but it’s as if they are all moving away from me, and I am dormant. Silently watching the world. A spectator of my own life as if it has nothing to do with me. 

Where is Ruby now? One moment I want to tear the world apart to be by her side, the next I want the world to see me tear her apart. I am so lost without her. To think of my recent life. Calling over to her at the weekend. Stopping off to buy her favourite Chinese takeaway. Eating together on her sofa. Watching the perfection of her face as she ate; her lips, her nose, her eyes. Knowing that she loved me. Knowing that I loved her. It was the summit of my life and I never even enjoyed the view. Being with her was not the most important part of me, being with her defined me. 

But there’s no way back now. There’s no road that leads back to then. 

What use for all my self-help books now? My visualisations? My affirmations? What bullshit. Focusing my thoughts on a better world in a future somewhere in front of me, and all the time a freight train of terror charging down on me from the side. I’ve been cheated.

Where are you, Ruby? How can I find you? How can I get you back? How can I make us work again? 

I can be the man that you want me to be. I can be the father that you want me to be. I’m so sorry. So very sorry. 

Liam

‘OKAY, LISTEN,’ Nick says, ‘let’s talk about this for a minute.’ 

We’re parked outside the Limekiln Post Office. It’s just after 10:30am.

‘The van is goin’ to come in and park behind us,’ he continues.

‘How do we know that for sure?’ I ask.

‘Because you fuckin’ told us it would,’ he screams at me. ‘Don’t be a bollocks, Liam. I’m not in the mood for any of your half-brained questions you spew out whenever there’s anythin’ other than the simplest of actions to be considered.’

‘I know it’s goin’ to come in here,’ I say, ‘but how do you know it’s goin’ to park behind us?’

‘Because it’s bringin’ in money to the post office. Where else do you think it’s goin’ to park? Outside the fuckin’ butcher’s shop?’

‘Jesus, take it easy, Nick,’ I say. ‘Okay then, what next?’

He takes a deep breath. ‘Then I’ll reverse up as close to the front of the van as I can. There’ll be two postmen, right?’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘Well, a postman and a driver.’

‘What?’

‘The drivers don’t like to be called postmen. They’re called drivers. It’s a union thing.’

‘You can call them fuckin’ astronauts if you want,’ he says, startin’ to raise his voice again. ‘There’ll be two men in the van, okay?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Unless they’re women.’

‘What do you mean?’ he says.

‘They might be postwomen.’

Nick takes a very deep breath in and out.

‘Just carry on, Nick,’ Charlie says.

‘Okay. When the postman, or woman, gets out and unlocks the side door or back door of the van to get the money, you two,’ he points at me and Charlie, ‘jump out. Liam, you go to the postman… you go to the driver.’

‘And do what?’

‘Ask him if he’s almost finished his shift. I don’t know, do I? Threaten him. Do you not watch any movies other than porn? Pretend you have a gun. “Get down”, “Don’t move”, that sort of thing. And meantime, Charlie, you grab the other guy and grab as much money as you can.’

‘How am I supposed to carry it?’ Charlie asks.

We all think about this. Then I see a black sports bag in the back.

‘Perfect,’ Nick says when I put it on my lap. I get the feelin’ that I’m after impressin’ the teacher with somethin’. I rummage around in the bag and pull out a T-shirt and a pair of tracksuit bottoms. Charlie grabs the T-shirt.

‘Should we wear masks?’ he asks.

‘Good idea,’ Nick says. ‘It doesn’t matter if they know it’s us, but it’ll add to the effect anyway.’

Charlie ties the shirt around his face, leaving only his eyes exposed. I have another look around in the bag but apart from the tracksuit bottoms, there’s only an empty bottle of shower gel in it. Charlie’s mask looks cool. Fucker. I found it, I should be the one wearin’ it.

We sit there waitin’ without anyone sayin’ anythin’ for a while. After about ten minutes, I’m absolutely dying for a piss. I was never able to hold it for long, even when I was kid. Once I need to go, then I have to go.

‘Lads, I’ll be back in a minute,’ I say.

Charlie and Nick freak out. ‘What the fuck are you talkin’ about?’ ‘Where are you goin’?’

‘I’m burstin’,’ I tell them.

‘You have to wait,’ Nick says.

‘What if the van comes?’ Charlie says.

‘I would have been back by now, if I’d just gone,’ I tell them. Eventually, I realise that I’m goin’ to piss in me pants, and I open the door and run to the cafe beside the post office. I can imagine Charlie and Nick going ape shit at me but I don’t care ’cause the relief is worth it. On me way out I’m tempted to buy a few pastries but decide against it.

Charlie and Nick don’t say anythin’ to me when I get back in, and we sit and wait for another ten minutes. Nick switches the radio on and off a couple of times. Charlie keeps lookin’ out the back window.

‘Are you sure they said Monday?’ Nick asks.

‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘Mondays and Thursdays.’

‘Wait a sec,’ Charlie says. ‘What day is it today?’

We all sit there and try to figure out what day it is. My mind’s a complete blank.

‘Here it is,’ Nick says and turns back around quickly in his seat. I get very nervous, and me and Charlie sit up straight. Charlie ties the shirt around his face and grabs the door handle. I have no choice but to shove the track suit bottoms over me head and tie one of the legs around me face.

‘Okay,’ Nick says, ‘it’s pullin’ up. I’m goin’ to try and reverse back to them when they stop. Get ready to jump.’

‘Hold on, wait,’ Charlie mumbles through the T-shirt. ‘Are the cops there?’

Nick looks over his shoulder and down the road. ‘I can’t see them. We’re all clear,’ he says. ‘Okay, the van’s pullin’ up behind us.’

He reverses our car back slowly. Me heart is pounding like mad.

‘Ready,’ he says. Me and Charlie both tense our bodies as if we’re about to jump out of a plane.

‘Steady.’

I glance behind and see the driver pick up his newspaper and the postman open his door.

‘Go.’

I throw open me door and jump out, but the other trouser leg of the tracksuit bottoms catches on the hook above the door and reefs me head backwards like a dog’s neck on a leash, and I go sprawlin’ onto the ground. I jump straight back up, release the trouser leg from the hook and tie the other leg back around me face.

I run over to the driver, a little dazed from me fall. I must look like a huge one eared rabbit. The driver doesn’t see me yet but I’m so distracted from me fall, I only then notice that Charlie hasn’t even got out of the bleedin’ car yet.

I can hear him screaming, ‘the door, the door, open the fuckin’ door.’

Nick is runnin’ around to him and I can hear him yellin’ somethin’ about a child’s lock on the door. He gets the door open just as I reach the driver. He has the window up, and the radio on, and he’s readin’ the paper so I have to knock on the glass to get his attention. He looks at me silently for a while and it’s only when Charlie pushes the postman back into the van at the side door that the driver realises what’s goin’ on.

He winds the window down, and I point me finger that’s under me T-shirt at him. ‘Stick ’em up,’ I tell him.

‘Fill the bag, quick,’ Charlie yells at the postman. He starts puttin’ all the cloth bags of money into the sports bag and Charlie helps him, but when the bag is full and Charlie tries to lift it, he can’t.

‘Fuck,’ he yells, but then lookin’ into the sports bag he realises what the problem is and then takes out all of the bags with the coins in them. I look over at Nick and he’s lookin’ in the mirror all the time. When I look back at Charlie he’s not there and then I see him runnin’ to the SUV.

‘Keep down,’ I shout at the driver, although I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean.

Before I’ve even closed the door of our jeep, Nick takes off and heads for the car park exit. He turns right and then charges down Limekiln Road. We’re all breathin’ heavily as we’ve been sprintin’ and nobody says anythin’. The road has a load of speed bumps and we bump up and down over them.

Nick turns around to us. ‘Well, that didn’t go too bad,’ he says.

‘Not too shabby for our first go,’ Charlie says, laughin’.

I take the tracksuit bottoms off me head. ‘Let’s see it,’ I say to Charlie. Charlie opens the bag for me to see, and I take out one of the cloth bags. It’s packed full of notes that I can feel through the cloth.

‘Holy shit,’ is all I can say. ‘There must be hundreds of thousands here.’

‘Let me have one of them,’ Nick says and stretches his arm back to take one. Nick places one in his hand, but he quickly drops it, turns back around quickly to the steerin’ wheel and slams down on the accelerator.

I look out the back window. Fuck. 


Tom

BEFORE I EVEN joined the Gardaí, fifteen years ago, I knew there was nothing else I wanted to be. My only ever dream was to stand beside that flashing blue light knowing that behind me stood the power of the whole fucking State.

Even when we played cops and robbers as lads, I always insisted on being a cop. In cowboys and Indians, I was always a cowboy. In school when I was in charge of monitoring the halls, I once told on my big sister, and she got detention. She beat the shit out of me later, but she still did her detention.

‘An Americano and a cappuccino, please.’

Jesus, these Polish birds are gorgeous. I’ve only managed to ride a couple of them, which is unusual considering how… what’s the word… ubiquitous, yeah… how ubiquitous they are.

‘And give me one chocolate muffin as well, darling,’ She gives me half a dirty look, because I called her darling or because I still have my shades on. Who knows? But she knows better than to say anything.

As I’m putting in my five sugars, a guy beside me dressed in a nice suit and reeking of aftershave, makes a few grunts of impatience, so I stir my plastic teaspoon slower, not even looking at him, until he eventually leans right across me and grabs the milk.

‘Excuse me,’ he says in an irritable tone.

Impatient fucker.

I lean over the counter to get a napkin and let my shirt slide up to show him the bottom of my sidearm. I notice that he spots it, stops stirring his cup and takes a step back. It’s an unconscious step, but it says a lot.

I get my two coffees and make a big deal about walking around him.

‘Excuse me, buddy,’ I say, all cheerful like, and he moves out of my way, looking at me as I pass him.

Who’s the big man now in his nice suit?

Prick.

Outside, I can’t see Gerry anywhere. Where the fuck is he? I can’t call him ‘cause I have a coffee in each hand, and a small paper bag with my muffin in it under my arm. He flashes his lights at me from a parking spot and drives up to me.

Fucking hell.

I awkwardly get in balancing the two coffees.

‘Gerry, why the fuck can’t you just wait outside for me?’

‘It’s a clearway,’ he says as he drives off.

‘Then park in one of the handicapped zones. We’re on official business, Gerry. You can park anywhere you fucking like.’

Fucking hell. Gerry’s a top man when the pressure’s on, but the rest of the time he’s no craic at all.

‘We had better catch up with the van,’ Gerry says.

Christ, there aren’t any cup holders in this piece of shit. If I could get my hands on the scumbag who stole my Mondeo yesterday, I would beg to be given five minutes alone with him. Anyone who can’t respect private property can’t be expected to be respected themselves. Pure bastards.

Gerry accelerates too quickly, and I almost spill my coffee.

‘For fuck sake, Gerry,’ I say.

I’m going to knock these overtime shifts on the head. It used to be a handy few quid following the An Post van around, but it’s just a pain in the hole now. The worse part about it is I’m only doing it to pay that cunt her alimony so she can sit on her fat arse all day and mind the kids.

How did I go so wrong with her? Was she always a cunt or did she slowly turn into one over the years? And if she was always one, then what does that say about me?

I rarely even see the kids anyway. What with shift work and all that, it’s very hard to pin down an exact time I’ll be free. She doesn’t understand that. In fairness, there’s a lot going on in this world that she doesn’t understand.

She left me because she said I was cheating on her with one of her friends, which is an absolute lie. Well, I was cheating on her, but it wasn’t with who she said it was. If the truth be known, I actually slept with her cousin on the night we got married. It wasn’t my proudest of moments I have to admit, but I did give the whole marriage thing my best shot. When her cousin told me she was pregnant I thought that’d be it. But I gave her a few bob to keep it quiet and to help her out with the kid. I was relieved when she fobbed it off as her husband’s, the poor bastard.

In hindsight though, I should have just put my hand up at the time, as I wouldn’t have had to listen to years of the cunt going on at home about not working so many hours or spending some time with the family and all that bullshit.

I’m still paying her cousin though. Four hundred fucking euros a month. When the cunt found out after looking through one of my bank statements, the nosy bitch, I told her it was an old gambling debt I had to pay off. I’ve been tempted to tell her the truth a few times, just to stick the knife in, but I’m waiting till after the divorce has gone through. Then I will take enormous satisfaction in...

‘What the fuck,’ I yell, as Gerry floors the accelerator, and I almost spill the coffee.

I see the two An Post men waving and shouting at us as an SUV charges down Limekiln road. We hit another speed bump and the lid comes off my Americano and spills onto my hand.

‘Ah, Jesus, fuck,’ I yell and I drop the cup. I throw Gerry’s coffee out the window and reach for my sidearm.

Gerry, as always in these situations, as cool as a cucumber says, ‘Don’t even think about it.’

I take my hand off it, and flick on the siren and the beacon.

Then I take out my Taser gun. I only got trained on it a few weeks ago, and I’ve been dying to give it a go.

This could be my lucky fucking day after all.

Nick

I JUST ABOUT manage to grab the steering wheel with both hands when we hit the first speed bump. We all jump out of our seats, including Danny. Liam’s head whacks off the roof, and he lets out a loud ‘Fuck.’ The bag holding the money goes up into the air, and the cloth bags go all over the place.

The unmarked Garda car that’s charging after us is pounding up and down over the speed bumps like a speedboat rising and falling over a series of waves. I can see in my mirror that every time the car lands on the far side of a speed bump, a shower of sparks lights up under their car.

I’m trying to concentrate on the road ahead, but I can’t take my eyes off their car either.

We hit the last speed bump and race on, but I hear the siren from their car pierce the air. The sound seems even closer than they are, and for a second I even feel like giving up. For the last thirty seconds inside the SUV, it felt as if we’d been in a canoe and going white water rafting.

I can see the traffic lights ahead, but still keep one eye on the cop car. My heart sinks as they hit the last speed bump.

Even with the siren wailing, we all hear the metallic clang, and I see the sparks shoot up into the air. The Garda car has come to a sudden stop, its bonnet lying on the road. The two detectives inside, with expressions of shock more than anger, watch their two front wheels and axle continue the chase. Crashing into a parked car, it too comes to a sudden stop with a bang.

Our delight is immense.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Liam keeps saying as we turn the final bend before reaching Wellington Road.

I press my foot down harder and feel the SUV shifting down a gear and accelerating. The menacing flashing blue lights disappear from my mirrors, and the siren gradually lowers like a bad song coming to an end.

I drive for a couple of minutes just to get out of the area and then pull into a lane and park.

‘Okay,’ I say, ‘time for another change of vehicle.’

None of us has a clue how to actually steal a car, so we all walk out on to the main street to find a taxi. Charlie keeps the bag with him as we wait.

Talk about a bunch of amateurs.

‘Too many taxis in Dublin my fucking arse,’ Liam says as we search up and down the road for a taxi sign.

A 15A bus comes around the corner, and Charlie starts to run for the bus stop not too far from us.

‘Here’s a bus. Come on,’ he yells.

‘Are you for real?’ Liam shouts after him, but I start to run as well, dragging Danny behind me.

‘Come on,’ I call to Liam. ‘We’ve no choice.’

Luckily there’s an old aged pensioner slowly stepping onto the bus, so we reach it in time.

We’re all sitting down when Liam gets on, completely out of breath. He starts to walk down the aisle when the bus driver calls after him, ‘Hey, who’s paying?’

Liam goes back up to him, rooting in his pockets for some change.

He turns and smiles to the three of us, ‘Have any of you got any cash on you?’

Charlie starts to laugh and looks at the gym bag. I shrug my shoulders at him.

Liam takes out his wallet and hands the driver a fifty euro note.

‘I can’t change that,’ he says.

‘Okay then, keep it so,’ Liam says and walks off.

The bus takes off as Liam sits down. He looks into the gym bag again.

‘There must be a few hundred grand in there,’ he says.

‘No, there’s more,’ Charlie says.

‘Danny, look,’ I say to him and stretch the bag over for him to see inside. He turns away from the window and looks into the bag. Giving us a smile, I get the impression that he’s happy for us, as if something good has happened to the just the three of us, and not him. It’s as if he has no part in either the present or the future of it all.

‘Everything’s going to be okay, Danny,’ Charlie says to him, but he just gives Charlie a half look and goes back to staring out of the window.

The wail of a siren is heard behind us coming in the direction from where we’ve come. We all freeze. The bus pulls into the side of the kerb as the Garda car with its blue beacons flashing comes charging after us. Charlie takes a hold of the bag but I grab his arm.

The blue lights flash through the interior of the bus as it overtakes and then passes us at speed. We all let out a sigh of relief, but as we relax back into our seats, I see the bus driver looking at us in his mirror.

‘We need to get off this bus,’ I tell the others.

‘But we just got on,’ Liam protests.

‘Nick’s right,’ Charlie says, ‘look at the time.’

I stand up and, taking Danny’s arm, make my way to the front of the bus.

‘Next stop please,’ I tell the driver.

Liam yells up at me, ‘Nick, there’s a taxi rank across the road.’

As the door closes on us, I see the driver reach up to the radio controls over his head.

‘North Wall Ferries,’ Charlie tells the taxi driver as we all get in, and head back into the city.

Charlie

NICK COMES OUT of the Irish Ferries office carrying four one-way tickets to Holyhead, Wales. We make our way to the ship; our getaway and salvation. It looms large in the harbour, the tiny waves gleaming its reflection like thousands of mirrors flickering on the surface. We’re all pretty relaxed but tired, like marathon runners with the finishing line in sight. As we walk between the last few cars that are waiting to board, no one speaks. I guess we’re all dwelling on our own thoughts, dreams and regrets. We keep walking until we all end up on the upper deck of the ferry, and we all look out towards Dublin, the city and the mountains in the distance. Liam walks over to Nick and me. Danny is holding the rail with both hands and looking down into the sea, its waves lapping off the side of the ferry a hundred feet below. Liam looks deep in thought, and I think for a second he’s going to say something nostalgic about leaving.

‘Tenerife,’ he says as if answering a question, and proving me wrong. ‘That’s the best place we should go.’

‘Why not just get out of Europe altogether,’ Nick says.

‘Is Tenerife in Europe?’ he asks.

‘Jesus, we could live like kings for years in the Far East,’ I say, holding up the sports bag.

‘Thailand, that’s in the Far East, isn’t it?’ Liam says. ‘Charlie’s right. Fuck Tenerife.’

‘Wait a second, Nick says, ‘the first thing we have to think of is...’

‘I have to go back.’

We all look at each other, uncertain which one of us has said that. Then we all look at Danny, standing just outside our circle.

‘You’re what?’ I say.

‘I have to go back,’ Danny says again.

It’s the first time I’ve heard him say anything since Ricky died. His voice is weak and seems to come from somewhere in the past. A place the rest of us have already left behind. A place that we don’t want to go back to. I realise we never asked his opinion in anything we’d done since yesterday, but then again it wasn’t any of us who had shoved Ricky to the ground. With all due respect to Danny there is no fucking way I am going back willingly to face that mess we’ve left behind.

‘No, you don’t have to go back, Danny,’ Nick says.

‘I have to. I need to,’ he says with more determination this time. ‘I’m going to turn myself in. I’m sorry. It’s the right thing to do. I...’

‘The right thing to do,’ I interrupt him, ‘is to get the fuck out of here. We can all talk about guilt and what’s right and wrong when we’re sitting on a beach somewhere.’

‘I’m not saying you should come with me,’ he says.

‘Don’t fucking worry. We’re not,’ Liam says, and then turns to us for reassurance. ‘Sure we’re not?’

‘No fucking way,’ Nick says.

I get as close to Danny as possible and look him straight in the eye. ‘Danny, what the fuck did we rob the van for if you’re going to turn yourself in?’

‘I’m sorry.’

I hold the gym bag full of cash up to his face. ‘Well it’s a bit late for that now.’

Nick reaches out and takes Danny’s shoulder.

‘We’re all in this together,’ he says. ‘We’ll get through this together.’

Tears start to flood out of Danny’s eyes, but Nick keeps his hand on his shoulder and stands close to him. I can almost feel the weight of grief overcome him as he puts his hands up to his face and starts to shake. Nick grabs him by the other shoulder, but his tears are so strong that I can see them flowing through his fingers and down the outside of his hands.

We all stand there for a minute until he finally takes his hands down and wipes his face with his sleeves. He looks straight at Nick.

‘I’ve killed the father of Ruby’s baby,’ he says. ‘Do you not realise that? Do you not realise what I’ve done? I just couldn’t live with myself. That baby will never know its father because of me.’

He wipes his face again, trying to compose himself. He turns his gaze away from Nick, not looking at anyone in particular.

‘I should have stayed with Ruby,’ he says. ‘I’ve been a fucking eejit. What a waste. What a fucking waste. I’m so sorry, Ruby.’

Nick grabs him by the shoulders again. ‘Danny, don’t do this.’

‘I have to, Nick. I have to. I’m sorry.’

‘They’ll lock you up for years, fucking years,’ Liam shouts at him. ‘They’ll lock us all up. Fifteen, twenty years. Can you imagine that? Think about it.’

‘I’ve killed his dad,’ Danny repeats. ‘Do you not realise what that means? I’ve no choice now. I can’t live with the pain of it. Jesus, the guilt. Can you imagine that, Liam?’

He takes a few steps back away from us. Steps of determination.

Liam

WHAT THE FUCK is goin’ on? One minute we’re all happy as Larry, and the next Danny is breakin’ up the whole buzz of our group.

‘I’m sorry. And I don’t want any money. I won’t tell them anythin’. I promise. I promise. I have to go back now.’

As far as I’m concerned he can go back if he wants. Christ only knows the shite that’s goin’ on in his head.

Charlie walks over to him, but I think he’s wastin’ his time tryin’ to convince him to stay.

‘Danny, wait,’ he says to him, ‘listen to me.’

‘Charlie, don’t,’ Nick says.

‘I’m sorry, Charlie,’ Danny says, ‘I just can’t live with it.’

‘Listen to me,’ Charlie says again.

‘Charlie, for fuck’s sake, this isn’t the time,’ Nick shouts. ‘Just leave it.’

‘And when is the time?’ Charlie says to Nick. ‘What the fuck am I supposed to do?’

Danny looks at Nick, and then Charlie and then at me, but I haven’t a fuckin’ clue what they’re talkin’ about.

‘You don’t have to go back,’ Charlie tells Danny.

‘I’m sorry,’ Danny says and then walks off.

‘Look,’ Charlie calls after him, ‘you didn’t kill the father.’

Danny stops and turns back around.

‘Are you crazy?’ he shouts, ‘I saw the nail in his head. I saw the cops at Nick’s place. He's dead, Charlie.’

‘No, I mean...’ Charlie says, but Nick interrupts him.

‘Charlie, don’t,’ Nick says again, but he ignores him.

‘I mean to say,’ Charlie continues. ‘I mean he wasn’t the father.’

Danny’s head jerks back as if he’s been slapped.

‘You know who the father is?’ Danny asks. ‘You knew who he was? You knew, Charlie? And you didn’t say anything?’

Danny’s face turns red, and he takes a few quick steps towards Charlie and then pushes him hard against the rail.

‘What the fuck, Charlie. Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I couldn’t tell you,’ Charlie says. ‘I tried to. Honestly, I did. I tried to.’

‘Why didn’t you?’ Danny screams at him. ‘Why?’

‘Because,’ Charlie almost whispers. ‘Because it’s me.’

Danny takes a few steps back as if Charlie’s just punched him.

‘Jesus, I’m so sorry Danny. I wanted to tell you. Honestly I did, but I just couldn’t. I’m so sorry, Danny. I’m so sorry.’

For a few seconds, I think Danny is about to faint. His head rolls backwards as if he’s searchin’ for somethin’ in the sky.

‘We were going to tell you. Ruby and me, I mean,’ Charlie says to him. ‘I wanted to tell you but Ruby said to wait. Jesus, it was only one time, Danny I swear. We were both pissed out of our minds.’

Danny’s head straightens, but he walks as if in a daze. As if he’s just been given a knockout punch. He grabs the rail of the ship and looks out at the bay and the sea.

‘She loves you, Danny,’ Charlie tells him. ‘She’s crazy about you. You could raise the kid as your own. I told her that. You still can.’

Nick doesn’t look as shocked by the news, so I’m guessin’ he already knew. Charlie continues to plead with him, but Danny remains motionless. 

‘I’m so sorry, Danny,’ he says. ‘We can make this right again, I promise. I know what you’re going through. I know how you feel for what happened to Ricky. I'm the one who pushed Mike, remember? And I’m the one who stopped Nick from trying to save him. It was all on me. Always has been. I know exactly how you're feeling. I live with that feeling every fucking day and it’s shit. My life is so fucked up and I don't want you to have to go through that as well. Please, Danny. Please forgive me. Please.’

Danny continues to stare down at the sea, but he doesn’t move. Almost like a statue. None of us move. I can’t tell if he’s goin’ to turn around and beat Charlie to a pulp, or just collapse onto the deck.

‘Fuck,’ Nick calls out.

I run over to him. Looking down at the harbour, I see a barrage of Garda cars and uniformed guards and detectives runnin’ towards the ferry.

‘Oh, shit,’ I say. ‘What do we do?’

Charlie looks over at us, and Nick merely shrugs. He doesn’t come over to us. Instead, he stays talkin’ to Danny.

‘Come on, Danny. We’ll all go back now.’ He reaches out and touches Danny on the shoulder. ‘It’s all over now,’ Charlie tells him. 

Danny raises his head, and looks out over Dublin Bay.

‘It’s all over now,’ Danny repeats.

He turns around to face Charlie. His red eyes stare into him. His face goes into a rage and Charlie shuts his eyes and winces as if expectin’ a punch.

Then, it’s almost like what my eyes are seein’ is a lie and my brain refuses to accept it. In one fluid movement, Danny spins around on his heels, grabs the railing and jumps over it, legs first into the sea. One second he’s there. The next he’s gone.

I feel as if the ship suddenly dropped twenty feet, and my stomach goes into my throat. I stand frozen to the spot.

Charlie, not having heard, felt or seen anything opens his eyes. Not seein’ Danny, he looks all around him and over at us. Nick is chargin’ over to him.

I break out of my daze and run to where Danny was standin’ just a few moments ago.

All three of us look over the side but see nothin’. Not even a splash.

‘No,’ Charlie screams down into the water, pullin’ at the rail with both his hands as if locked in a cage. He takes the gym bag off his shoulders and balances it on the rail, then pulls off his shoes.

‘What are you doing?’ Nick asks him.

‘We have to try to save him,’ Charlie says. 

‘You’re mad,’ Nick pleads with him, ‘you'll get caught up in the currents.’

‘Yeah, well maybe I deserve to,’ Charlie says and stands up on the rail.

‘Gardaí,’ someone screams behind us. ‘Nobody move.’

Charlie looks over as more guards make their way onto the deck.

‘Hands in the air,’ a detective calls out, pointin’ a gun at us.

We all raise our hands, including Charlie. He looks down at us and we look up at him.

‘Fuck it,’ he says, and with his arms still raised, dives off the side.

We watch his body fall down the side of the ship and then disappear under the water.

Nick

EVERYTHING IN MY mind seems to fall apart and unravel. I feel dazed. My head is spinning. I can hear the guards shouting at me, and I try to focus, but my head feels so light. I grab the rail to steady myself, but my hand grabs the gym bag full of the money instead and knocks it over the side.

I almost fall after it but a hand grabs me as I watch the bag fall into the water and then vanish below the surface. Liam pulls me back and steadies me to my feet.

‘Hands in the air now.’

They must have been yelling at us for half a minute or so, because I finally gain my composure and see two guards charging at us. They dive as if they’re performing a rugby tackle. Of course, I crash to the ground with the guard on top of me.

When the other guard hits Liam, he hits him head on, and Liam barely even notices as the guard collapses at his feet unconscious, like a bird falling to the ground after smashing into a window.

When I raise my head to look up at Liam, he’s looking down at the guard. Then I see the detective, and I’m almost sure it’s the one from the car chasing us, raise his Taser gun at Liam and fire.

The Taser races across the deck with its thin electrical lead trailing behind it. Unfortunately, for him anyway, he’s too far away to have fired because the electrical points of the Taser fall short of hitting Liam, and land on the Garda at his feet.

Well, I’ve never seen any unconscious man come to life so quickly. The poor Garda jumps up and down on the deck as if having an epileptic fit.

‘Turn it off. Turn it off,’ one of the detectives calls out.

Two other detectives race towards Liam with their guns raised.

‘Get down,’ they yell, but keep their distance, as if it was Liam’s fault that the Garda is unconscious at his feet.

Liam obeys and they handcuff him. Then they pull me up and onto my feet and they handcuff me as well.

Back in the harbour they put us in separate cars. As we drive away. I watch the surface of the sea, hoping to see some trace of Charlie or Danny.

I pass the car that has Liam in it, and I can see he’s doing the same.


One Year
Later






July 5, Friday, 3pm.

Nick

MY DAD ONCE told me that the two best decisions he ever made in his life were giving up cigarettes and marrying my mother; and that the two things he missed most in life were smoking and being single.

I didn’t realise what he meant at the time, but I think I do now. He was trying to tell me, or possibly warn me, that I was living my life with one foot on either side of the fence. I was always thinking the road was smoother on a different path than the path I was taking, and because of that I was missing out on what was right in front of me.

For the first three months in Mountjoy Prison I cried every night, but not because I was in prison. You don’t need four walls and a locked door to be in prison. Some men I’ve met in here are freer than I ever was outside. I led a life that was walled by fears, and by the lies those fears told me.

I cried for Aoife. I cried for Danny. For Charlie.  For Michael. I cried for all the messed up opportunities and all the wasted time, and it took them taking everything away from me, including my time, for it all to finally make sense to me.

I miss Aoife every day. I always did. But the difference now is that longing and that pain is a part of me, not something I’m trying to hide and bury all the time. A scar, like any physical scar. It’s surprising how much energy is required in denying to yourself and to everyone else that those scars don’t exist.

My final sentence was reduced to five years, but my lawyer said I should be out after three. That’s only two more. The time goes by pretty fast in here. One day bleeds into another, and if you don’t spend all your time watching the days, soon another month is gone.

I’m seeing a therapist, Sandra Kennedy, once a week, and she’s nice. Sometimes I barely say anything and other times she can’t shut me up. Either way, I always feel good after our sessions. I tell her about when I was a kid. When we all were. Carefree summer afternoons drinking by a lake. I wonder if the boy then, if he could see me now, would he be happy with the man he’d become. Most likely not. But I’m trying to be that man.

She also recommended me taking up some exercise, so I go to the gym quite often. That’s usually where I bump into Liam. He lives in there these days. Surprisingly, he’s taken to the training and has already lost a load of weight. The crap food in here helps as well. Nobody will recognise him by the time we get out. Maybe that’s his plan. He’s still an idiot though.

He’s even started reading quite a bit, now that his life isn’t filled by porn. I see him sometimes sitting on his own with his head in a book. Although it’s usually something by Dan Brown or Dick Francis. But like I said, he’s still an idiot.

After we’d been arrested, he got a text from the girl he’d met in the nightclub. Before they took his phone away, he texted her back telling her what happened. About two weeks later, a letter arrived from her asking if she could come visit him. She now comes to see him every Sunday afternoon. Last month he told me he was trying to arrange a ’congenital’ visit. It takes all sorts, I suppose.

My parents visit quite often. It’s easier to talk to them in the visiting room than it was to talk to them in their sitting room. I dreaded them coming in at first, but now I look forward to seeing them. I think they enjoy our visits too. At least I hope they do.

They allowed us to attend Charlie’s funeral. Secretly, I was hoping they wouldn’t, but now I’m glad they did. Christ that was a hard day. Ruby’s bump was starting to show by the time he was buried. They never found Danny, and they never found the money either. Both washed out to sea, the papers said. The experts advised that it would take an Olympic swimmer’s strength to beat the currents. Besides, Danny had a disability, they said. So they stopped looking after a few days.

Ruby made eye contact with me over the graveside, but I didn’t have the strength to look at her for too long. That was the last time I saw her.

At least, until two weeks ago when I got a letter from her. She even sent me a picture of her holding her baby boy. She called him Max. He has a head of thick blond hair, and has to be the best looking baby I’ve ever seen. She moved back to California. She said the photo was taken in her apartment, and if that’s true then she’s living in one very nice apartment. I can see the beach not too far from her back door. I can see palm trees touching the surface of the water. I can see the setting sun and the red sky illuminating her tanned face.

She invited me to come over to her when I get out. She even invited Liam. She wrote that she has loads of room and that ‘everything will be taken care of’.

It was Liam who noticed it first. I was so focused on the beach, I never even spotted it. She’s holding the baby up to the camera with her left hand, and she’s wearing a gold wedding ring. I can’t be sure, but it’s a very large and old wedding ring that she’s wearing. And in a way, it’s almost like she’s showing off the ring, and not the baby.

Liam says he’s sure he knows where that ring came from, but I’m going to wait till I get out of here and enjoy dwelling in the hope that it is what we think it is.

I remember in the interrogation room after we’d been caught, I never denied anything we’d done. I told the two detectives the whole story and in fairness to them they’d listened to me for hours. The younger detective, Tom, was a bit of a prick and had to be restrained after he found out it had been us who’d stolen his unmarked car.

Finally, the older guy, Doyle, got up and rubbed his hands over his face and said it was up to a judge and jury now to decide our fate.

‘Such a waste of your lives,’ he had said.

I agreed with him. Especially, as I told him, that fifteen years ago lying in the grass on a sunny day, we had had such high hopes.

‘That’s irrelevant now, Nick,’ he said.

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ I said to him before he left, ‘but in the grand scale of things, in the big fucking picture; it’s all irrelevant. Irrelevant moments, one after the other. Story by story, day by day, hour by hour. Each moment as infinitesimally unique, pointless and beautiful as the next.’ 

I try to convince myself that I’ll go and live in California when I get out of here, but I know I won’t. I have to believe that I have another chance, that there’s always hope, and that I can face and beat my demons here at home. Somewhere out of the rubble of my being, I will salvage and build a worthwhile life.

A life worthy for having survived Aoife and Charlie, and for surviving Michael.

 

THE END
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