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            ‘A writer who has fine-tuned his art; not only is the line-by-line quality of his prose beautiful with poetic precision, but the rich heart of his work thrums throughout. So stylish, brilliant and neat.’

            Tice Cin

            ‘Hickson-Lovence writes lace-curtained Ireland with fierce Irish lyricism, stitching loss, love and longing. I couldn’t stop reading. It’s truly brilliant.’

            Christine Anne Foley

            ‘An incredible and heart-wrenching story of identity, belonging and individual purpose. Hickson-Lovence’s trademark lyricism and poignant view of everyday struggles is remarkable, challenging both form and our inner thoughts of hope and failures.’

            Connor Hutchinson

            ‘Spare and elegant, a bold and essential novel about the complexity of family, history, and our reckoning with these things. It’s sharp and propulsive and doesn’t let you go, even after you’ve finished.’

            Margaret McDonaldii
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            For Dad. RIP.vi
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            Someone is always praying as the plane

            Breaks up, and smoke and cold and darkness blow

            Into the cabin. Praying as it happens,

            Praying before it happens that it won’t.

             

            ‘Unholy Sonnet 9’ by Mark Jarmanviii
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         AIDY DIDN’T WANNA PUNCH HIM / HE REALLY DIDN’T / but that guy had it coming / & now the knuckles of his right hand are throbbing / bulging baby-cheek pink / he’s gritted-teeth seething / speeding out of the car park gripping the steering wheel of his Nissan Qashqai handlebar-tight / his fist stings / blood seeping sore / slow gushing burgundy / red to darker red / he’s been taunted since a toothless toddler / called all sorts / but even now / after all these years / it’s hard not to retaliate when people / colleagues / friends even / can’t see past the darker tinge of his skin / he’s heard every slur imaginable / but that word in particular still arouses a fury in him impossible to ignore / impossible to control sometimes / he’s red-face enraged / fury pulsing all through his body skidding into the Spar / charging through the forecourt / marching inside not to 4pay for petrol but two six-packs / crisps & cans / doesn’t bother with a plastic bag / in his own half-arsed way / you could say / he’s doing his bit for the environment / it’s not what the scientists spout that scares him / or how hot the planet will get in a decade or two / he’ll be long dead before then / definitely doesn’t listen to those poxy politicians / but there’s something Aidy finds oddly unnerving about that Greta Thunberg / like he’s being scolded for his laissez-faire stance on the so-called climate … crisis? / emergency? / catastrophe? / whatever it’s being called these days / personally / he fumbles with his purchases as he digs into his back pockets for his car keys / cradling the cold cans of stout close to his chest / stumbling back to his car / manages to bleep it open with a spare finger / hops in / dumps the goods in the cold passenger seat & breathes long & hard / in & out / in & out / in & out / he’s so furiously thirsty he’s tempted to crack open a can now / right here by the petrol pumps / but as he stretches over to pick one up he stops / hesitates / decides to wait / can’t take the risk 5of potentially getting himself into more trouble after what’s already happened today / switches the engine back on instead / puts his foot down / pulls back out onto the main road leading towards Belleek / traffic lights staying green / shuttling on quickly along Boa Island Road / a red-knuckle ride towards the border / sneaks a peak of Lough Erne / uses the view to quell some of the fire inside / straddles it sometimes further downstream for early-morning weekend walks / seeking a much-needed respite from the weight of the week gone / & the heavy load of the one to come / but today / right now / he’s going much too quick to properly take it in / & with every inch he gets further away from the scene of this latest misdemeanour / the closer he gets to home & the start of the weekend that could change his life / he feels gradually calmer / little by little / up ahead he sees a blonde jogger skipping along the side of the road / donning bright neon sportswear / tights but no shorts / vest / legs / bare arms / white Nike socks pulled all the way up / as he drives past / craning his neck to have a good look / sees 6she’s all limbs & muscle / making her long run for the week look easy / effortless / on another day he might be inspired to stretch his legs a bit himself / got his treadmill in the garage / but for now / it’s not in this weekend’s itinerary / he’s in a hurry / there’s something important to do / somewhere more important to be / he speeds up by easing down on the accelerator pedal / temporarily shrugs off an ever-growing fear / an ever-increasing anxiety of going too fast / watches the needle rise / spike left to right / imagines head-on impact / oncoming cars spun out of control / debris strewn across the road / headlights in the hedge / newspaper headlines / funerals / coroner’s reports / & then / before it gets too much / much too real / suddenly snaps himself out of it again / he needs to save this imagination for when he’s sat in front of his laptop / needs to save this level of intensity for later / he imagines the lines spilling out of him like he’s Ireland’s answer to Stephen King / while sitting at his dining room table / the tips of fingers red / raw / sore / wrists stiff / cursor dancing across the 7screen / too in the flow to falter / too in the zone to slow / too in the mood to stop / using the pain from his knuckles / numbing now a little thankfully / to push on / it’s a wound that will have to be dealt with on Monday / Aidy knows / as the bleeding stops & the scabbing starts / but he’ll worry about the possible repercussions later / it’s a few minutes before five when Aidy speeds into his drive / parks up all askew / hops out with the urgency of needing a piss but his bladder is far from full / right now he has to get in quick / get his laptop open / he has lines to write / a tale to tell / for a short story prize / the deadline is Sunday night at nine / ‘up to five thousand words’ the guidelines said / the winner gets a chance to work with a real editor / a copper-bottomed guarantee to receive proper feedback on a work-in-progress / free tickets / & accommodation / to West Cork Literary Festival down in Bantry this summer / it’s everything Aidy needs right now / after years of trying to make something of himself as a poet of sorts / penning odes about ageing / sonnets about dying / little limericks about the ups 8& downs of life / scouring creative writing groups on Facebook to join / a community he could be a part of / signing up for last-minute open-mic slots in half-full pubs / spending most of his savings self-publishing a thousand copies of his poetry pamphlet during the pandemic / boxes of them still sitting in the garage / next to the treadmill / still nothing meaningful has come of it / so he changed tack / started working on something bigger a few years ago / but after countless queries to literary agents across the island of Ireland / England / the world / only a handful bothered replying / the best he has got so far for all those hours / days / weeks / months / years / decades / of note-scribbling & scalp-scratching / all that effort he’s put in / has been a single / yes just one / personalised email response:

         
            Many thanks for submitting. In spite of its qualities, I’m not 100 per cent best placed for this and am afraid I don’t have the capacity to take it on currently. Wishing you the best success …

         

         9… but this is the first time in a while / at least over a year / that he has an idea he’s genuinely excited about / an idea that he’s been thinking about for months / an idea he’s let grow & bloom while he thought it through & now feels ready to use this furious fire burning big in his belly to set it free / finally / & trust me / it has taken courage to take the plunge / show up & start / two finger type the first few lines / but the timing feels right to give it a proper go / he might not have a job come Monday morning / & probably won’t look for a new one either / not now at his age

         
            / / /

         

         inside instantly feels much cooler than outside / he eyes the thermostat / ponders switching the heating on / does the sums / tots up the numbers / counts up to a figure using his good hand / then decides against it / doing this place up has cost a small fortune already / & everything is too expensive these days as it is / he’s not keen to spend any more 10than he has to / still got the back of the garden to finish & the garage to sort out / he thumbs the buttons of his Bluetooth speaker / shuffles ‘Calming Classical’ on Spotify / lets the opening notes of Debussy enter the space before scurrying back to his car to get the crisps & drinks he bought / inside / in the little cluttered kitchen / the refrigerator hums / a polka-dotted mug that says TEA TIME IN DONEGAL rests on a threadbare dishcloth / in between the little kitchen & the living room / in a little nook / the screen of the CCTV live feed flickers & ticks / flickers & ticks / Debussy blaring loud now as Aidy re-enters seconds later / one of the cans slowly slipping from under his forearm / but he makes it / just / to the kitchen counter before the can cannons to the ground / with eager hands & a rumbling tummy Aidy rips open his first packet of cheese & onion Taytos / stuffs in as many as he can / they don’t all make it into his mouth first time / crumbs rain down his shirt / down to his belly / one whole one on the floor / bends down / eats it / faithful five-second-rule believer / flips laptop open 11/ types in his password extravagantly like he’s a pianist / proper over-the-top / feels like Beethoven / or Jamie Cullum / clicks open his project-in-progress / Microsoft Word / not high-tech enough for Google Docs yet / starts reading what he has so far from the top / it doesn’t take long / just two lines / not even a title yet / but he’s got to start somewhere / so with a deep intake of breath he writes a line / then another one / then one after that / then another one still / before long he has written half a page / he adds a comma / takes away a comma / splits a long paragraph into two / fuses them together again / & then after a sip of his Guinness which has now settled delicious in his Man United pint glass / splits them up again / gets to the end of a sentence / breathes in / feels as light as an empty crisp packet blowing in the wind / then breathes out / adding & tweaking things as he scrolls down / eats more crisps / lets them fizz on his tongue like communion wafers / this is good / he thinks / a solid start / you can’t edit words that aren’t there & in less than an hour he’s making decent progress / nowhere near 12what he needs yet / but something to fiddle with later / tamper about with / touch up & tweak / fine-tune & finesse / sips more of his drink / pleased / goes for a piss / that hedgehog is back / has made Aidy’s garden his home of late / slowly shuffling in the grass / sniffing & snuffling in the undergrowth looking for worms / feels safe enough not to hide / moments later Aidy returns without washing his hands / fuck it / he thinks / it’s Friday / rules out the window / & anyway / no time to waste / he has a deadline to meet / he gets back to work / his main character / a professional footballer at the peak of his career / has now arrived at the airport / despite some earlier trepidation / nervousness of the unknown / he’s here on the terminal concourse & he knows it’s time to kick on / sharpen up / pull up his socks & stand up tall / show the world he’s ready / ready to prove himself on the biggest stage / ready to give it his all for his new team / ready to start a new life at a new club / further his career / make a name for himself in the biggest & best league in the world / training starts tomorrow afternoon & he’s keen to 13make a good first impression / Aidy captures it all / word by word / line by line / tries to anyway / as his now anxious protagonist goes through passport control / & then security / heads to the gate / he’s dead tired / flat-out exhausted / it’s been a mad few days but he’s made it / he’s here / on the runway in one piece / but then / as he / Aidy’s main character / spots a little old plane in the distance across the tarmac / his stomach has a sudden funny turn / flips 360 / he really hopes this shabby thing isn’t meant for him / it’s tiny / old too / not at all state-of-the-art / far from pristine / just a small-looking six-seater / parked in the corner / but despite his unease / it’s too late to turn back now / he thinks / dragging his feet towards the rickety-looking aircraft / folding his lanky frame into the little plane … / Aidy stops typing to pick up & re-pin a Polaroid that has fallen down / it’s a snap of him & his three kids / Leo / Osh / & Eimear / taken in the garden last summer using Osh’s fancy camera / tacks it back to the centre of his pin board / studies it for a second & smiles / despite the lingering sting of his right fist / 14Aidy pounds the keys of his laptop furiously / punches in plosive-heavy vocabulary / compound adjectives & dynamic verbs / powerful-sounding words / feels like a boxer swinging for his opponent / & landing the big ones / word count going up & up / after a sweaty first couple of rounds finding his range / jabbing at the keys / navigating the mind games / he gets to the end of another paragraph / exhales / deeply / a breath he didn’t even know he was holding in & has another sip of his drink / searches for aeroplane cabin white noise on Spotify / as a United fan / knows about the Busby Babes / has watched plane crashes on YouTube for weeks / subscribed to FlightChannel / watched the animated reconstructions of Chapecoense / Germanwings / Vichai Srivaddhanaprabha in that helicopter in Leicester / difficult watches / death after death / things going wrong / dreaded tension / the inevitability of impact / of death / of bodies / anxiety-inducing tragedies / avoidable / usually / the result of human error / or overconfidence / incompetence or naivety / or some kamikaze 15mission / he finds the video he needs / one he has watched many times before / about the footballer / a version of his main character / watches / pauses / writes a few lines / resumes / repeats / fleshes out hints of his backstory / a seemingly ordinary Argentinian upbringing / made steady progress as a schoolboy before being spotted by a scout / by twenty had made it to Europe plying his trade in France / not really fitting in to begin with / hardly excelling / a gangly centre-forward / a route-one target man / far from prolific in front of goal in those early years / but certainly a hard worker / a loyal teammate / a selfless asset / & as the little plane prepares for take-off he’s nervous / still a bit unsure about this sudden uprooting / signing for a team he doesn’t really know / he’d never even heard of a few weeks ago / deep down / in his heart of hearts / he’s still not sure if he wants to go / is quite happy where he is / doing well in France now / has settled / found his feet / joint top goalscorer this season / but after weeks of talks / he’s been drawn away / persuaded to play in the Premier League / 16has had his arm twisted by his agent / & his agent’s contacts / friends of friends / has boarded this ramshackle plane / flown by this British pilot for this trip across the Channel / he writes lines about all this / Aidy does / being fast & loose with the truth / using fact to flesh out the fiction / tries to ‘show’ / not ‘tell’ / still doesn’t confidently know what that means but hopes it involves keeping his sentences short / tries to maintain the pace / but still have deep moments in there too / moments that will really resonate / add emotion / that say something deep about the world / fear / grief / love / family / then suddenly / as sudden as a sneeze / Aidy starts / as he so often does these days / to think about his own family / his birth mother in particular / & the events from back in 1956 / the year of his birth / that led him here / to this moment sitting at his dining table in this house he lives in alone trying to write about tragedy / trying to piece bits together of the mystery / straining to see / peeking through lace-curtained Irish history / he remembers / how could he ever forget? / being young & never feeling 17worthy / wanted / called all sorts at the school gates / by other children in the playground / teachers in the classroom / words he didn’t always understand / remembers being beaten blacker & blue by firm-fisted bullies / older children offended by the colour of his skin / his off-white blackish blemish / the kink of his afro / & despite their taunts / & threats of violence / no-one doing anything about it / doing anything to help / & having no birth mum to run to / for years he kept it in / bottled it up / a family did eventually have him / swoop in / & they were lovely / the best foster family he could have asked for in the circumstances / but as the years went by he realised / despite their love / he still had to look after number one / & that’s when he started doing what he could to just survive / learned to fight / had to / & in doing so / despite his best intentions / unintentionally started conforming to a level of violence expected of him in the name of self-defence / took up boxing the summer before starting high school / doing what he needed to do to stay alive long enough to see her again one day / his birth 18mother / he has tried / spent many nights searching deep within himself to remember something / anything at all of her to help him with his search / but it’s hard / memory splintered-glass fragile / he often beats himself up / curses his lack of recall / even though he knows he was just eleven months / still just a baby / thinks of her always / the woman who brought him into this world / what she would have gone through at the time / he grew old enough quickly enough to hear the rumours / cryptic half-truths about how he ended up where he did / when he did / the lofty family reputation she had to protect / the times at the time / meaning / in the circumstances / she had no choice really / no chance of keeping him / even if she wanted to / pregnant while unmarried / & of all things / to a black man / but he doesn’t know exactly what parts / if any / are true / his life a collage of unsourced stories / broken bits & pieces / fragmented scraps / that’s all he has to cling on to / he spends his days now just looking for those missing pieces / the history of his backstory / he knows there are many others like him 19who never find the truth / their long-lost mothers / history’s burden-bearers / often / out in town / in Erneside / at a wedding / or yet another funeral of an old friend / a distant cousin or someone might hint at knowing something / & even now / Aidy can’t help but get his hopes up a little bit

         
            / / /

         

         he often wonders what she might be doing / is she a good cook? / does she have a sweet tooth? / does she watch EastEnders? / does she have other children? / did she ever find love? / the things that shape a person / he wrote her a letter / finally got a lucky break you could say / after years of trying / decades of digging / hoping & praying / he got an address / & after the most agonising of waits / it felt like he was finally getting somewhere / gratefully received from an unexpected source / breathless snippets from his uncle / practically on his deathbed / seems he was sworn to secrecy / by who Aidy doesn’t know / took what he knew to his grave / literally / & in 20his condition / those final moments before the lights went out / didn’t seem entirely confident / Aidy’s dying uncle / as he gingerly scrawled a few lines / & a postcode / barely legible / but at least it was something / he had an address / of sorts / so that night / back at home in Belleek / Aidy was brave enough to put pen to paper more or less straight away / sat solemn at his kitchen table / words straight from the heart jotted down in bold black biro / & once he started / the words came gushing out / poured onto the page like tears

         
            Dear mother,

            I have no doubt you will be surprised or may be upset to receive this letter. I hope you will be happy. I am not sure? I have received little and conflicting information over the last 40 years or so. I will not go into too much detail in case you do not wish to contact me, I did provide your brother, my uncle, a lot of information. Sadly he died earlier this afternoon. 21

            I have since met my father in Grenada and I have come to realise that life is too short and we are not getting any younger and we will have regrets that we never met should anything happen to either of us. I have left things for so long hoping that you may change your mind about meeting me.

            Should you wish to contact me I have left my home address, email (all lower case) and mobile number.

            Your son, Aidy …

            p.s. I do not blame you for the situation that you found yourself in back in the fifties, the world and attitudes have changed since then … I hope

         

         despite that thrilling initial rush of writing it / Aidy agonised about whether to actually send it for weeks / months / what felt like years / but he finally built up the courage last November / Special Delivery / but even to this day … nothing / not even a hint of a reply / Aidy knows that with all the endless postal strikes / cyber-security glitches / post-Brexit international postage issues / catfishing 22& phishing scams / & all that sort of thing / there’s no guarantee that she actually received it / there’s a chance that maybe it’s still en route / in a sorting office somewhere still being … sorted / still being put in the right bag to be put into the right van to be posted through the right door / or it might have been lost / fallen down some crack / some cobwebbed crevice / to be discovered in a decade or two by some overworked underpaid cleaner / or maybe she’s randomly relocated / moved since his uncle’s / her brother’s / passing / sought pastures new out of the city completely / or left England altogether / he’s thought / many times / about flying over / going to the address he was given / nearly went the next day / but stopped himself / hasn’t yet built up the courage / doesn’t quite have it in him / as much as he’s desperate to meet her … deep inside there’s something holding him back / a deep-rooted fear forcefully preventing him / terrified she’ll reject him

         
            / / /

         

         23focus Aidy / fucking focus! / this is not the time for self-pitying sentimental snowflake bullshit / he thinks to himself / channel that soppy gushing emotional stuff into this / right here / right now / at this dining room table / this / he says / this is what matters / he says / smacking his forehand with the edge of his palm / focus Aidy! / he writes another line / a simple sentence to build momentum / opens a new tab / Google / again / looks up a Nantes shirt with the number nine on the back / keen to take this research seriously / give this project the level of dedication it deserves / it wouldn’t arrive for another few weeks it seems / long after the deadline / but this project here / he thinks / this could be more than just a short story for this competition / this has bigger potential / a novella / a novel / film rights? / words taking on a new lease of life off the back of the ending of someone else’s / but the shirt is too expensive / he decides / & closes the tab / then / as so often happens / he thinks of her again / his birth mother / Googles ‘Greenford’ / where he was told she lives / or at least lived / the images 24make it look leafy / not the London he imagined / he plops the little orange street-view man on the Broadway / imagines his old girl trundling along with her shopping trolley / bartering with the butchers / bantering with the bank managers / buying ciggies from the newsagent’s / trundling onto one of the buses / the E6 or the 105 / clutching a little coin purse & keeps her bus pass somewhere secret / somewhere safe / he wonders if she thinks about him as often as he does her / then thankfully / before it starts to hurt too much / his thoughts return to here / to now / to Belleek / to sitting at the dining room table in front of his laptop with lines to write / a story to confront / head on / he did all the work to this place himself / knocked down walls / laid the flooring / has been working on the garden too / it’s all finally starting to come together / starting to look the part / be a home to be proud of / smacks his head again / with his good hand / suddenly annoyed with himself for getting distracted / derailed / again / clicks back onto the Word doc / his untitled project-in-progress / reads 25back his last line / it’s fine / enough to keep going / so he writes the next / then one more / every little helping / his main character / not particularly well-known / yet / but is now on his way from France to the UK / meetings & paperwork / contract & clauses / the deal has been done & the character’s fate has been sealed / soon he will be lining up against Manchester United / Manchester City / Chelsea / Liverpool / Arsenal / in the biggest league in the world / Aidy pauses / stretches / braces himself / there’s a big scene coming up / knows how deep he will have to go to get this right / the locked black screen of his iPhone a shadowy unlit mirror / catches a glimpse of himself at an unflattering angle / feels old / frumpy / ugly / sees deep cavernous wrinkles like old wounds / battle scars / he pinches at his cheeks / prods his protruding chin / breathes right in / come on Aidy / time to crack on / but before he restarts he opens a tab / looks up flights to Argentina / closes it shortly after / This is useless / he says to himself / aloud / you’ll never get this published / he thinks to himself / stop being stupid / 26if you’re lucky / he thinks / by some miracle maybe / some slither of a slim chance / if you’re lucky / the best you can expect is some start-up independent press / he says to himself / a proper dodgy one / don’t expect any money up front / his thoughts continue / more likely to be someone just saying yeah, go on then as a joke / someone pressing print for a laugh / Business Secrets of the Pharoahs vibe / it won’t sell / it will sit unread on bookshelves / gathering dust just like his poetry pamphlets / picked up promisingly by a possible punter / blurb skimmed / eyebrows raised / but then it’ll be put back / Mary from A Novel Idea in Ballyshannon will update him every time he pops in / report that still none have been sold since he last asked last week / eventually unflogged copies are returned / it will sit dusty in pongy libraries / no-one will come to his book-signing slot / he imagines an old lady waddling over / purely out of pity really / ask What’s it about? / & then say Well good luck with it, dear / & waddle off again / you won’t be invited to the big book festivals / you won’t sit on panels with esteemed 27guests / no chance / getting more irate Aidy writes another line as the little plane from his story begins to struggle / describes clouds at night / wants to say it looks like floating candy floss / knows that sounds too twee / describes them instead as translucent & troublesome / describes the worsening weather / the up & down / twists & turns / the storm-tossed plane starting to wrestle & writhe against the elements / stuttering through night-darkened skies / bumbling along / tripping & tumbling / slipping & stumbling / rolling with the rough & tumble / the fizz & bang / everything feeling much too tight / as the little aircraft lumbers on all lopsided / the up / the up / the up / the down / down / down / the hazy horizon / ink-splat sky / little plane a target in a game of dodgeball staggering through a coffee-black tunnel of darkness / it’s blackout-blind dark / slate-grey sky turning abysmally black / the only light the footballer sees is the odd ship from the Channel below / the pilot whose language Aidy’s main character doesn’t really understand muttering something concerning / unnerving / the low wing 28wobbling in the wind / trudging through the thick fog of cloud / wading in it / jaws clenched / toes tense / neck sore / shoulders heavy / should flying a plane look this hard? / he wonders / Aidy’s main character / staring at the man at the controls / hoping he’s got this under control / but not looking entirely at ease /  not at all really / once you’ve done all the training / sat the exams / clocked the hours / is it still hard? / day to day? / to Aidy’s backseat passenger it looks it / immensely so / Aidy ponders all this as he writes / line after line / ending one page & starting at the top of a new one / on a bit of a roll now

         
            / / /

         

         Aidy thinks of flights he’s taken down the years / both good & bad trips / all those sharp angles & tight turns / the spotting of swimming pools & tennis courts coming in to land / then returns to his story / the little plane with the footballer at the back performing stomach-lurching manoeuvres through canopies of clouds / lawnmower loud / 29Aidy’s main character / valued at fifteen million pounds apparently / now just a sitting duck in a smoke-clogged plane / hiccuping into the dark via the backstreets of the unknown / Aidy cracks his fingers / slurps his Guinness / downs the last crumbs of his second packet of crisps / it’s just gone seven & he’s nearly reached a thousand words / feels proud / does a little celebratory jig in his seat / a little bum-shaking wiggle / is just about to get himself another bag of crisps when he suddenly hears the closeness of a car which startles him / a low hum followed by the familiar crunch of tyres on gravel / with a quick glance at the CCTV screen behind him / he sees there’s someone pulling into his drive / a flash-looking thing / & it dawns on him who it is & why they’re here / how could he get it wrong? / how could he forget? / he was sure he saw something different in his calendar / his designated weekend with his daughter / his youngest child of the three / Eimear / & as she & her mum get out / he hastily shuts his laptop / then opens it again to make sure he has saved the newest version of 30his story / just in case / then rushes to the door to greet them / swinging it open just before they’re about to knock / Hey! / he says / a little flustered / suddenly a little self-conscious of the Tayto-y tang of his cheese & onion breath / as he goes in for a kiss / then a hug / both of which are awkwardly dodged by the woman in her early fifties at Aidy’s door / her hair that was clearly once red / now more straw-coloured & greying / gracefully / she is wearing a face full of make-up / looks glamorous / looks beautiful / still / Hey, you! / Aidy says / addressing the tall teenage girl at the older woman’s side / curly brown hair / colour in her cheeks / Eimear / the Guinness is already going to his head & he has to stop himself ruffling the top of her scalp like she’s a Labrador / she’s sixteen in a few weeks / Hey, Dad / she says / shy / unsure / eyes to the ground / as she toes her once-white Air Forces that she begged Aidy for less than six months ago / he couldn’t see the appeal personally / even though he had seen literally every teenager in town wearing them / the soles were far too thick / & why they 31didn’t make the actual tick itself stand out more / make it a different colour at least / he doesn’t know / surely it would make more sense / given the price / to make the brand bolder than it was / he didn’t say anything of course as he parted with his cash at the till / he is more than aware of the age gap between them / especially compared to some of her school friends / he can’t deny it / Eimear’s hesitancy at the doorstep saddens him / this is not how he imagined / or hoped / fatherhood to be / seeing her for just a couple of days every three four weeks / & her still seeming a little unsure around him all these years after the divorce / he makes an effort to attend school plays & hockey games / parents’ evening & birthdays / but it’s not always been easy to get the time off work / in the past / or when he has / it’s still so awkward between him & Siobhan the whole vibe’s off / making it hard to shake the feeling he isn’t really wanted there / Aidy wishes it was different / Come in, come in … I’ll put the kettle on / gesturing the both of them inside as he slyly turns up the dial on the thermostat / No, no 32… I can’t stay, Darragh is taking me for dinner tonight / Aidy’s eyes wide-open sting / saliva too clumpy-thick to swallow as he hears the click of the boiler rumbling on behind him / stirring into action / he knew of course she wouldn’t come in / she never does / never accepts an offer of a coffee / cup of tea / glass of wine / Oh, I see, anywhere nice? / over Siobhan’s shoulder Aidy spots the spiky brown dot of a hedgehog / an odd time to be out / Just somewhere in Bundoran like, it’s our one-year anniversary / she says decisively / something inside him pin-prick pinches / first on the surface then somewhere much deeper / what could have been, eh? / Aidy thinks / Siobhan made motherhood look easy / took to it the first time better than Aidy the third / had no problems setting boundaries / routines / ruthless in actually enforcing them / no dummy / limits on screen time / a keen eye on sugar & salt / that sort of thing / Eimear is the product of Siobhan’s meticulous systems / diligent / vigilant / mild-mannered & bookish / smashing it at school / captain of the hockey team / wants to be a 33scientist or an Olympian or both she says / however frosty their relationship at times / Eimear will always be the beautiful by-product of a sometimes tricky relationship / Aidy didn’t find marriage easy / the first or third time / didn’t expect to experience the emotional extremes as intensely as he did / that initial blissful high / the really low lows / the constant pressure to perform allowing dark thoughts to creep in / causing self-diagnosed depression / the crushing weight of the role too much to take at times / felt it almost daily / a load that got heavier / a constant court-martialled guilt of not being a good life partner / the mis-management of money / less & less intimacy / feeling like he always needed to perform on the increasingly seldom occasions they were intoxicated enough to touch each other / he didn’t expect to hate this apparent need to provide all the time / physically / financially / but emotionally too / sometimes he just wanted to lock himself away / the garage / the ‘man shed’ down the road / pub on the outskirts of Ballyshannon / take the longer route home / just to feel like himself 34again for an hour or so / be himself again for a little while / nursing a flat pint in the corner / reading the paper in the car / he knows he wasn’t always there at dinner / or around to put them to bed & read them a story / deliberately so / regrets it all now / knows he could have done better / tried harder / he doesn’t want to make excuses / it wasn’t good enough / he wasn’t good enough / but a part of him thinks not having his birth mum or dad around made it harder to believe in the idea of family / in the functional sense at least / he hadn’t seen how it should be done / how to make it work even when things got tough / OK love, be good, see you on Sunday / Siobhan says / as she gives her only daughter a little peck on her cheek before pacing it back to her shiny black Audi / so swanky it makes Aidy’s relatively new Qashqai look shit / Have a lovely dinner! I’ll drop her off sometime in the afternoon / Aidy shouts / desperately keen to seem pleased for her as she hops in / not saying anything / reversing out of the drive / his drive / with a little more effort than should be needed because of Aidy’s 35bad parking from earlier / he sees her raise a firm hand / a rough-edged goodbye / not quite a wave / more of a salute / as she pulls out of the driveway
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‘Poignant and tender, a novel that pulses with compassion.” FERDIA LENNON






