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            ‘A riveting tale of emotional infidelity, in which the reader’s loyalty is constantly shifting. It had me hooked from the first page to the last. Gilmartin’s wry observations on human behaviour are a joy. She understands that lust and betrayal are thrilling—when they happen to other people. I devoured this book’

            Aingeala Flannery, author of The Amusements

            ‘Wonderfully authentic, electrifying—there are dramas within dramas here and the unravelling is exhilarating when it comes’

            Clare Chambers, author of Small Pleasures

            ‘Messy, complicated, compelling, you will not be able to stop reading this story of the deepest of betrayals’

            Emilie Pine, author of Ruth & Pen

            ‘Gilmartin writes about relationships with great precision and insight. Her characters find themselves trapped by their life choices and reckoning with the cost of overturning them. This is a scrupulous and elegant novel about the realities of adulthood’

            Kathleen MacMahon, author of Nothing But Blue Sky

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

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

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

         ‘Cash or card?’ she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Rachel,’ he said. ‘Please.’

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Don’t ask,’ she said.

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

         ‘Put on your belt,’ Rachel said.

         He sighed.

         ‘What?’

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

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

         ‘I told them seven.’

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

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

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

         His seat reverberated, sudden pain in his lower back.

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

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

         ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Are you hurt?’

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

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

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yesh.’

         ‘You sure?’

         ‘Yucky.’

         ‘All eggs?’

         ‘All. Eggs.’

         ‘No more Easter Eggs?’

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

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

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

         * * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         * * *

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

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

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

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

         ‘Hiya,’ came from the living room.

         ‘In here,’ he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         He squinted at her. ‘Coffee?’

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

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

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

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

         ‘Sex?’

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

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

         ‘OK,’ she smiled. ‘Later.’

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

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

         Guess which one’s for Rachel.

         I’m not drinking that muck, Ben replied.

         The rosé?

         Obviously.

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

         Nutters O’Neill?

         Some lad for the Dutch.

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

         How are you today? he wrote.

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

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

         No reply.

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

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

         ‘What?’ She looked at him absently.

         ‘They’re not silver.’

         ‘Clearly,’ she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         * * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

         Downstairs the doorbell rang. 32

         She heard Leah’s quick feet in the hallway.

         ‘Rach!’ Dylan called.

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

         ‘Rachel!’

         ‘Mummy!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Your favourite,’ Helen said.

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

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

         ‘Thanks, Mam, she’s right.’

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

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

         They should be in couples therapy but they didn’t have the money. The past few years had decimated their savings. Last month his parents had offered them a loan, which Dylan declined, afraid as always of being beholden to his father. Rachel was forced to acquiesce; hadn’t wanted the issue of her spending to come up again. Her guilt rose now in tandem with the boiling kettle. A fact: Rachel loved to buy things, it gave her a great sense of well-being. She came from a family where money was withheld, or didn’t exist, or was occasionally handed over with a meanness so entrenched it lodged in the dirty creases of the notes. The type of meanness that was easily inherited, if you didn’t watch it. Her siblings were all misers like her parents, but Rachel had gone the other way, the metronome ticked too quickly, spend, spend, spend and give it all away was the impulse, because it only destroyed a person to hang onto it. And the truth was, when you hadn’t earned the money yourself, this was frightfully easy to do. Rachel had always been able to spend 35Dylan’s money, first as his girlfriend in her thoughtless twenties, and later, when it became their money and she felt entitled to it as the furnisher of home and offspring. She thought again about her longed-for second baby, until the kettle clicked off. Presses started opening, the ceramic mugs Helen gave them last Christmas were on the counter.

         ‘He’s bad today,’ Helen said.

         ‘You think?’

         ‘Pain in his legs, and did you hear his breathing? The wheeze is back.’

         Rachel was familiar with the sound.

         ‘When will it end?’ Helen said. ‘It’s no way to live.’ She put milk and a spoon of sugar in each cup. ‘But I’m so pleased about tonight.’

         ‘Yes, he’s very excited.’

         ‘Mind you don’t stay up too late. I saw all the beer.’

         Rachel rolled her eyes. ‘Most of it will end up in storage.’

         Helen smiled. ‘Ben and Stevie are just the ticket. You know who your friends are in bad times. Tell Stevie the sweetheart I’m thrilled she’s going to help him with physio.’

         At that, she vanished with two mugs. Rachel picked up the coffee that was meant for her and tossed it in the sink. Just the thought of sweetheart Stevie was enough to reawaken her despair. She looked at the cuckoo clock on the far wall. It was almost four, the fridge stocked with wine. Though she’d planned to drink very little tonight, not wanting to mess with her fertility diet, a few glasses wouldn’t kill her. The small wooden bird squawked on the hour, in full agreement and support.

         * * * 36

         After one can of beer Dylan felt the familiar throb in his head—always the left, the side of weakness in his game too, the illness knew where to target. The pain spidered across his eye before returning to the forehead. He told Rachel he was going to lie down, ignoring her reply about the need to get ready. As he went slowly down the hallway he tried not to panic. An hour and a half before Stevie and Ben were due. Upstairs in the bedroom he lay on the bed with the lights off and shut his eyes. Still the darting increased, and with it the sound of his own heartbeat until they were terribly aligned. At these times of intense pain he felt disconnected from himself, from the stoicism he’d had since boyhood that always seemed innate but now revealed itself to be merely a facet of his previously charmed life and the good health he had taken for granted. Any fool could be stoic about sprained wrists and pulled hamstrings because they were injuries that healed. Even his cruciate hadn’t broken him. That was the rugby way: you did not complain. You just got on with it. Anything with an end was bearable, it meant there was somewhere to put the hope. He missed his sport so much, the routine of training, the buzz and camaraderie, highs and lows of competition. The simplicity of that life. A predictable weekly cycle, organised by management. Spoonfed so you could focus everything on the game. He missed his teammates, longed for the solidarity of the changing room, where even if you were out for multiple seasons there was the sense the others understood what you were going through. Now he was alone with his strange illness, his unfortunate exile, this useless, repellent pain. He could see clearly with Rachel that the more he complained the quicker she withdrew. She didn’t like feeling helpless, it reminded her too much of her childhood, where there was nothing to do but wait it out. She was a plotter, a go-getter, always steps ahead of everyone in a room. She used 37her looks to her advantage, hid her intelligence in the sheen. He had always loved that about her. For a moment he was drawn out of his mood, he floated above the migraine to think about his wife, this clever, cautious person who had decided for whatever reasons to let him into her life. There was a privilege in that he too often forgot. He could hear her in Leah’s bedroom, sounding out the words of the storybook, encouraging their daughter onto the next line. He smiled. Then the migraine returned with a terrific warning blast—pain vigorously renewed, strengthened by the brief respite. ‘Rachel!’ he cried. ‘Rachel, please. Can you help me?’

         * * *

         From the bedroom window Dylan watched the taxi stop at the end of the street, the sign illuminating as the driver pulled away, neon digits suspended in the dusk. April was an odd month, it seemed to contain all the seasons or the promise of them, like right now, the give of summer evenings in the streaked sky. He focused on the colours until Ben and Stevie finished their kiss, which felt strange to witness, though he must have seen them do likewise a thousand times before. Ben put his arm around her and they walked down the footpath chatting, full of the ease of a couple in love.

         ‘Quarter to eight,’ Rachel said, causing him to jump.

         ‘Don’t do that.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Creep up on me.’

         ‘I wasn’t. What’s so interesting out there?’

         ‘They’re here,’ he said. ‘They got out by the road.’

         ‘Finally.’ 38

         Rachel gestured to the zip of her navy shift dress halfway down her back. He moved it into place, feeling an unexpected tenderness at the terrain, the pale skin and fine hairs at the top of her spine, the triangle of freckles above the neckline. Dylan remembered the first time he saw her, weaving through the crowds on a dance floor in a glitterball dress with hundreds of metallic scales that flashed light in all directions, the sharp ends of her hair tipping her breasts. He tried to see that person now but could only see his wife.

         She turned and kissed his cheek. ‘Will I do?’ she said.

         ‘Gorgeous,’ he said, which was true. His wife looked lovely, but equally, she was overdressed for a night in with friends compared to Stevie, the manly blazer he’d seen through the window. Classic Stevie, she’d had it for years.

         The doorbell rang.

         ‘Let’s go,’ said Rachel.

         ‘Mummy,’ Leah said as they passed her room. ‘Who’s there?’

         ‘She knows rightly,’ he said. ‘Keep walking.’

         Rachel hesitated.

         Dylan said, ‘Go to sleep, baby girl.’

         The pair of them went quickly down the stairs, on the run from their own child. Rachel had given him a double dose of triptans for the migraine, and miraculously, this had worked.

         At the front door there was a quick round of greetings before Rachel ushered them down the hall into the kitchen, leaving the door slightly ajar.

         ‘Well,’ said Ben, beaming. ‘Thanks for having us.’

         Stevie left their booze on the island beside the Dutch Gold display. She took a bottle of wine from a carrier bag and gave it to Rachel.

         Dylan knew it was the wrong colour, too luridly pink. 39

         ‘You’re so good,’ Rachel said.

         ‘There isn’t as many as before.’ Ben pointed to the beer. ‘Tell the truth, mate.’

         Dylan laughed, patted his belly, wishing he hadn’t as everyone looked at his midriff, or midriffs to be accurate, one on top of the other, he wasn’t sure which was the original. To cover his embarrassment he gave his verdict on the Leinster match to Ben, who one hundred percent hadn’t seen it, having a strict policy when it came to sport that it was only tolerable when Dylan was on the pitch.

         ‘Oh, the match, the match,’ said Ben. ‘And how are the lads,’ which was how he referred to Dylan’s teammates.

         ‘Haven’t seen them much.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Jim called round last month.’

         ‘What about Macca?’

         ‘Ah they’re busy,’ Dylan said. ‘Training, matches. I know how it goes.’ When you left a team, you were cut loose. Didn’t matter how many tries, medals or tours. Rugby was a business at the end of the day, he had learnt that early in his career through injury, though it was easier to rationalise back then, when there was hope for the future.

         ‘Screw them.’ Ben put an arm around Dylan’s shoulder.

         Stevie smiled, as she had at everything since arriving, a stillness to her that was at odds with the bright slash of lipstick, the hair in dark disorder. An angelic punk. As Ben went to help Rachel with the drinks, Dylan smiled shyly at her, wanting access, a hint of the private happiness inside her head.

         He nudged her arm. ‘What’s so funny?’

         She startled. ‘Nothing, it’s good to be out.’

         ‘Is this out?’ 40

         ‘Beats The Palace,’ she said.

         ‘Those were the days.’

         ‘You were barely there. Far too sensible.’

         ‘Didn’t have a choice.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah. I know,’ Stevie smiled. ‘Dylan Turner is only boring by default.’

         They laughed.

         ‘Dylan,’ Rachel said loudly. ‘Where are the crisps?’

         He made a helpless face. ‘I forgot.’

         ‘Seriously?’

         ‘No hassle,’ said Stevie. ‘We’ve eaten.’

         Rachel pressed the button on the fridge that released the noisy ice. Beside her Ben was doing something dangerous with a bottle of schnapps, holding it up so the liquid streamed quickly into a highball glass, the first in a row of four.

         ‘Give us the vodka,’ he said to Stevie.

         ‘Already?’

         ‘Something to get us on our way.’

         Rachel declined at first but they badgered her into it. Dylan was pleased. She was too vigilant these days, with her mad diets and supplements, he wanted her to enjoy herself, to have a night off. When Ben was finished, they gathered around the island to toast how long it had been since they were all together. Dylan tried not to think about the reason as he drank the concoction. It tasted like perfume to him, but so did many things. The women seemed to enjoy the drink. Ben had worked as a bartender at various points over the years. So many jobs—doorman, copywriter, fundraiser, call centre—while he waited for his break. Every now and then, Dylan tried to suggest, in a way that only best friends could, that maybe it was time for Ben to throw his admirable energies into a new career. For one thing, it would 41allow him to quit the Suicide Centre, which was what he called the phone sales job.

         ‘Remember the call centre?’ Dylan said.

         ‘The one in Coolock?’ Ben asked.

         ‘Yeah.’

         Ben frowned. ‘What made you think of that?’

         Dylan shrugged, it wasn’t a dig, like.

         ‘To Coolock!’ Stevie cheered, saving him in a way that was intensely familiar.

         ‘Where is Coolock?’ said Rachel.

         Stevie said, ‘Are you a Dub, or what?’

         ‘I’m not from Coolock,’ Rachel said, which made it sound as if she was from Killiney like Stevie, not down the road in Drimnagh.

         ‘Somewhere north of hell,’ said Ben. ‘At least that call centre was.’

         ‘What were you pushing again?’ Dylan said.

         ‘Broadband that didn’t exist.’

         ‘Tough sell,’ said Rachel.

         ‘The longer you kept them talking the more chance you had. People sign up just to get away from you.’

         ‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Rachel. ‘I’d tell anyone who called here where to go.’

         ‘Most people don’t have your balls, honey,’ Ben said.

         Rachel gave her first real smile of the night.

         Dylan was grateful for the banter, the glowy relief it brought to his wife’s face. He was ashamed he was no longer able to do this himself. No longer tried. There seemed to be no right time for such things.

         He went now to the utility to turn down the heat. When he came back he saw Stevie had moved to the grey picture wall at the end of the kitchen. With a tilt of her head she was 42studying the mounted photograph of him diving for the try line against Saracens some years back, a shot that made him look like a superhero without the cape, according to his mother. He’d laughed at the time, but he felt no connection to it now, as if Helen had framed a photo of a stranger and made them hang it as a centrepiece on their wall. He found it unbearable to have Stevie stare at the picture, a dazed, dreamy look on her face as she traced the blurred image of the rising crowd.

         ‘Dylan,’ said Ben. ‘You’ll have another.’

         ‘I think I’ll switch to beer.’

         ‘Live a little.’ Ben pointed to the poker set on the table. ‘It will make losing easier.’

         ‘We should probably start,’ Rachel said. ‘It’s almost nine.’

         Dylan said, ‘Relax the head, Rach.’

         ‘Really?’ said Rachel. ‘You’re the one who won’t be able to get out of bed tomorrow.’

         Everyone went silent.

         ‘Sorry,’ said Ben. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’

         Dylan gave his sunniest smile, the one he used in media interviews, the triumph-over-adversity nonsense the papers peddled back in the day: Dylan Turner, the Kildare wing who’d beaten the Dublin clubs to earn a place in the Leinster squad. Like Dylan’s family were paupers because he hadn’t gone to a private boarding school. It enraged his father, Sean, a civil servant and fluent Gaelgóir who, almost twenty years on, still hadn’t forgiven his only son for choosing rugby over GAA. To banish the thought, Dylan clapped his hands. ‘Let’s get going,’ he said, putting on a playlist.

         They settled around the table, the pale wood covered by a green baize mat. Rachel chose the chair furthest from him, which meant she was practically on Ben’s lap. She reached for 43the box and started to divvy the chips until they each had four stacks of assorted colours and heights.

         Stevie remained at the far end of the room. Her attention shifted to the window, the long fall of dark outside. Dylan hadn’t noticed the night come in.

         ‘Earth to Stephanie,’ Ben said in an American drawl.

         She turned, groaning when she saw they were seated. ‘Remind me of the rules again,’ she said.

         * * *

         Leaning forward in the chair Ben checked his cards and tried to keep his face neutral. Pocket Jacks in the first round was an auspicious start to the night. He ran a hand through his hair, pretending not to watch the others, furtively alert, a skill he’d learnt as an actor, how to spot things with peripheral vision, how to pay attention, to tune out the soundtrack inside his head. Right now: Stevie was pleased with her cards, childlike incisors on display; Rachel had gone cold, shoulders curved inwards; across the way, Dylan was in an odd mood, a furrow in the space between his brows that didn’t seem to fit with his jokey manner. To smile and smile and be a villain. Ben picked up his cards and gave a remorseful sniff. Dylan was no villain—he was classic hero material, from his cropped curls down to his nimble feet. Over the years at secondary school his bones and muscles developed in the correct way, they grew concurrently with each other to form a perfect figure, which was a weird thing to say about a man, maybe, but nonetheless true.

         ‘It’s on you,’ Stevie said.

         Ben zoned back in to a raise from Stevie, Dylan matched her, Rachel was out. She stood up. ‘Anyone for a refill?’ 44

         ‘Don’t be giving him time to think,’ Dylan said.

         Stevie handed over her glass, smiling gamely. She was in great form tonight and Ben wished he’d told her his news when they were alone. ‘Reraise,’ he said, throwing in two reds.

         With a sigh Stevie folded and began to root in her handbag. ‘Can I change the music?’ she said. ‘No offence, Dyl.’

         ‘There isn’t a thing wrong with Flaming Lips.’

         ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘They’re just a bit old school?’

         Dylan looked wounded. ‘I thought you loved them.’

         ‘Years ago.’

         ‘You know Stevie,’ said Ben. ‘Always after the next big thing.’

         ‘That’s me.’

         Ben smiled at her but she was suddenly lost to him, gazing into the middle distance with dark, abstracted eyes. Something happened to the air in the room, some shift that had him back at a music festival nearly twenty years in the past. Felt the others were there too, yet he couldn’t bring himself to name it.

         Rachel returned from the fridge with the wine. Her chair was close to Ben’s and he nudged it away with his runner so she could sit. She looked aggressively feminine in the dress and spike heels, her hair in a complicated knot. There was a small hole in her tights above the left knee.

         ‘You alright, Ben?’ she said.

         ‘You look well,’ he said. ‘Nice dress.’

         ‘Thank you,’ she smiled.

         Stevie linked her phone to the speaker and soon wordless electronic music began to play. ‘Is it too loud?’ she said.

         Rachel said it was fine.

         ‘By the way, Ben,’ said Dylan, when the girls finished faffing, ‘I’m all in.’ He pushed his chips towards the centre.

         ‘You sure about that?’ 45

         ‘Born sure.’

         Sizing up his inscrutable opponent, Ben bottled it. He didn’t want to be out of the game so early.

         ‘Thief!’ Rachel said to Dylan as he collected their chips. She gave him a comically seductive look, said if he had any spare to send them her way. They all laughed. Rachel had good timing, and the type of angular, aristocratic face that worked well on screen. Ben had said it before: if she’d stuck it out at drama school she might have made it. But so might hundreds of people he had met in the industry over the years.

         The next few rounds passed quickly. Falling cards, hearts and spades, kings, queens, sequences appearing on the soft green mat. Dylan took over as dealer, a tyrannical move they all chose to ignore. There was a competitiveness to his game tonight, jerking forward when one of the girls did something out of turn, calling time on the chat between rounds, flipping the river cards with vicious dexterity. For the sixth round he sat in silence with his arms folded, a serious professional, all he lacked was the baseball cap. He won that round and the following two before Rachel got one back for the team, which was what it had started to feel like, the three of them against Dylan, the no-hopers banding together to see if they could take him down.

         ‘Good woman, Rach,’ said Ben.

         ‘In your face, husband.’

         ‘Take your pittance.’ Dylan opened another can. ‘This is the last of the Heineken. And you know what that means.’ They looked at the island and laughed. The drink had worked its magic, the night was starting to unspool.

         ‘If you could only drink one thing for the rest of your life,’ Ben said, ‘what would it be?’ 46

         ‘Dutch,’ said Dylan.

         ‘Yeah right.’

         ‘OK, no, milk. Nothing like a cold glass of bainne.’

         ‘Wasted in rugby,’ said Stevie. ‘You could have been the poster boy of the GAA.’

         ‘Who would have me now?’ Dylan said wistfully.

         ‘Water, obviously,’ said Rachel. ‘Or sparkling water.’

         ‘Tea,’ Stevie said.

         ‘Same,’ said Ben. ‘Overall a depressing indication that we’re approaching forty.’

         Rachel said, ‘It’s all downhill from there.’

         ‘Ah, Stevie’s still a child.’ Dylan winked. ‘Barely thirty-eight. Do you remember the bouncer in The Palace who would never let you in?’

         ‘Until I scored him,’ Stevie grimaced. ‘At seventeen.’

         ‘You did not!’ Dylan said. ‘The bald guy?’

         ‘They were all bald. Do you remember the English lad with no teeth?’

         ‘No feef.’

         ‘Not a tooth in his head.’

         And they were off, reminiscing about the early days of college.

         As the stories showed no sign of abating, Rachel grew tetchy, her smile thinning. Ben decided to make another round of cocktails. They all protested, but only Rachel refused. He didn’t argue with her. He knew they were trying for a second child, knew how hard it was to want something that seemed attainable but remained out of reach. Afterwards Stevie gathered the cards for a new round, messing up the shuffle. Dylan flicked them back across the table to her. Watching the antics, Ben felt it was time to tell them about the play. 47

         ‘By the way,’ he smiled at Stevie. ‘There’s some good news to share.’

         ‘Oh my god!’ said Rachel. ‘Engaged?’ Her hands clapped once, she began to stand.

         ‘Oh, no, Rachel,’ he said. ‘Not that.’

         Stevie’s eyes slid sideways in her face.

         ‘Sorry,’ said Rachel. ‘I just thought—’

         ‘No dice.’ Stevie shook her head. ‘Still sticking it to the patriarchy here.’ She gave a practised laugh.

         Ben rattled a stack of chips, waited for the awkwardness to pass.

         ‘What about kids?’ Rachel asked.

         ‘Rachel!’ Dylan said.

         ‘Screw it,’ she said, ‘in for a penny.’

         Real laughter in some quarters now, bright and relieving.

         ‘We’ve considered it,’ Stevie said in a voice that was notably distant. ‘But never at the same moment. That’s not wrong, is it?’ She raised an eyebrow at him.

         Rachel swivelled in his direction.

         ‘I would have gone for it,’ Ben said. ‘If you’re talking about that time when—’

         ‘You’d been cast as Hamlet?’

         Cruel, Ben thought, she knew how gutted he’d been. They hadn’t even given him Horatio. He glared at her. ‘You weren’t serious though, were you?’

         ‘As a matter of fact, I think I was.’

         ‘You were only twenty-nine.’

         ‘Have your babies when you’re young,’ Rachel piped up. ‘My gynaecologist said that to me last week. It’s what your twenties are meant for. Not going out four nights on the trot.’

         ‘Why were you seeing her?’ Dylan said. 48

         Rachel reddened. ‘Um, Dylan, it’s private?’

         Ben was relieved the attention was no longer on himself and Stevie’s reproductive choices, that it had passed mercilessly on to the next couple.

         ‘So what’s this news anyway, Ben?’ Rachel said.

         He gave Stevie a quick smile. ‘Well, I’ve landed a big part.’

         ‘Seriously?’ said Stevie.

         ‘What is it?’ Rachel asked.

         ‘The lead in a Pinter play, running at both The Abbey and the Royal Court.’

         ‘Wow!’ Dylan said. ‘That’s incredible stuff. Good on you.’ He got up from his chair to hug Ben, but immediately bent over.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ said Rachel.

         ‘Are you OK?’ Stevie steered Dylan back to the chair. He kept saying he was fine, though they could all see his body was rigid with pain.

         ‘Sorry, Ben,’ he said.

         ‘What can we do?’ Ben stood.

         ‘It will pass,’ Dylan said. ‘I hope.’

         The kitchen door was open, Rachel no longer in the room.

         ‘Can of Dutch?’ Ben joked.

         ‘Don’t be an idiot.’ Stevie crouched on her knees beside Dylan. ‘Just breathe in for four, out for seven.’

         Presently the colour came back to Dylan’s face. He said the pain had lessened. ‘Give us that Dutch, mate.’

         Stevie laughed at this, because the exact same sentiment was funny now, apparently. She asked Dylan if he was sure, then nodded at Ben to get the cans.

         The three of them opened their beers in sync, the collective hiss resurrecting the evening. They were toasting Ben’s news when Rachel returned to the kitchen with an excuse about Leah 49waking up. She took one look at the cans and said, ‘Will we give up on the cards so?’

         * * *

         Outside in the garden Stevie exhaled a ribbon of smoke that drifted upwards in the darkness. A sizeable lawn for this part of Dublin, the manicured space given shape by the corner postings of two maple trees, their new fullness discreetly lit from small lamps sunk into the foliage below. Tiring of the view, she concentrated on the sky, which was starless and black with dimension, like looking into the hollow of a well. The night air cooled the back of her neck as she lifted her hair free of the blazer.

         Though she had only taken a few drags, soon she began to feel dizzy. She wasn’t a real smoker any more, usually succumbing at the end of a night in a self-sabotaging act of ensuring a hangover the following morning. But she needed one now, the effects of the pill were wearing off, tapering over the last hour in a way that made her miss the feeling before it was gone. She regretted not bringing more. It was like having a kind nurse take up temporary residence in her mind. She loved the little container they came in, the diaphanous amber plastic that allowed her to see the remaining number without having to upend them on the bed, which was something she had started to do lately, double checking her calculations, in case she was out by one or two. Ben knew she had a prescription, just not how often she was taking them; it felt too personal and silly a thing to burden him with, which is to say, she feared he would tell her to toss them immediately. And he would be right. The longer she took them—dabbled was the awful word that came to mind—the harder it would be to give them up. But it had only been a few 50months, really, maybe six, if she cared to count. The GP had prescribed them after Stevie came to the surgery one day and unloaded a good three years’ worth of minor problems on the poor man, because, like all health professionals, she didn’t make an appointment with a doctor unless some part of her was about to fall off. In this instance it had been her mind; her restless, jumpy mind was hanging out of her skull and she just needed something or someone who could shove it back inside. She told him she was feeling stuck and overwhelmed. He had given her the prescription without enquiring much further, renewed it a few months later too.

         Stevie lit another cigarette in the hope it might be laced with party spirit. Not long after, she heard the door to the utility open and wondered if it was Ben. He didn’t approve of her smoking, never smoked himself since giving up the college weed, he was very precious about his larynx. She wasn’t sure she had the wherewithal right now to hide her annoyance that he’d withheld his good news when she had asked him multiple times over the past few days. It felt deceptive. It belittled her enduring efforts to support him, to be the competent adult in the relationship while he rolled around in glitter. He had forgotten they were in it together. And she was mad with him too for calling her out on the baby thing, especially because he was right. Stevie had never really known her own mind on the subject. Even in that curiously fervent phase of her twenties the desire had been fuelled by Ben’s disinterest, his blithe assurances they had plenty of time.

         The back door latched. ‘How do?’ said Dylan.

         Stevie moved off the step to let him out.

         ‘It’s lovely here,’ he said. ‘The house is too hot.’

         ‘The house is perfect, as ever.’ 51

         He gave her a wry look, scuffing his loafer against the step. He had no coat on and the brilliant white of his shirt made her shiver.

         ‘You’re cold,’ he said.

         ‘The alcohol is doing its job.’ She put up the collar of her blazer. ‘How are you feeling?’

         ‘Ah, grand.’

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘The back is OK again.’

         ‘But?’

         ‘I’ve had a migraine since the third round. It’s always this side,’ he pointed left. ‘I don’t know why.’

         She stubbed out the cigarette on the decking. ‘Is your neck tight?’

         He clicked his shoulder in reply.

         ‘Turn around,’ she said, surprised at how quickly he obeyed. Putting her right arm around his chest to give her purchase, she palpated the smooth skin of his neckline for triggers. He smelled deeply of pine, a clean, cheering smell that made her conscious of her stale breath. She turned her head to the side and pressed into a huge knot near the curve of his shoulder.

         ‘Jesus,’ he said.

         ‘Sorry.’ After a minute she felt it disintegrate beneath her fingers, the satisfaction of that. She let him go.

         Dylan gave his shoulder a rub. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

         ‘Better?’

         ‘A bit, yeah.’

         ‘It will get better,’ she said, looking into his eyes, the clear blue diminished in the dark.

         ‘I know.’

         ‘I mean the whole thing.’ 52

         ‘I know. It’s just—’

         ‘What?’

         He stared at the lawn for guidance. A few seconds went by. ‘It’s not just the illness. I miss rugby. I don’t know who I am without it.’

         ‘You’re you,’ she smiled.

         ‘But what am I going to do? I didn’t finish college. Once I got the contract, I was out the door. At the time you said it was a bad idea.’

         ‘I said lots of things in college. I was very talky back then.’

         They laughed, broke eye contact, each preferring to watch the outline of the other.

         She lit another cigarette. ‘Just focus on getting better. You can figure the rest out later.’

         ‘How are you anyway?’ he said. ‘It’s not all about me.’

         ‘Don’t do that.’

         He crossed his forearms over his chest.

         ‘You’ve every right to talk about it,’ she said.

         ‘To moan.’

         ‘Constant pain is hard going.’

         ‘Others have had worse.’

         ‘I mean in here.’ She tapped her forehead. ‘Pain affects the brain in the same way as loss or loneliness.’

         ‘Thanks for the biology lesson.’

         She smiled.

         ‘You’re in a great mood tonight,’ he said. ‘You must have known about the play.’

         ‘I didn’t, actually.’

         ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘But you seemed so chummy.’

         ‘This evening? When were we chummy?’ She gave a loud chuckle.

         ‘What?’ 53

         ‘It’s a strange word.’

         ‘Chummy? What’s wrong with chummy?’

         ‘Cut it out!’

         ‘There’s nothing wrong with chummy.’

         ‘Like your man inside is a St Bernard.’

         ‘I saw ye coming in tonight,’ he said suddenly.

         ‘Yeah?’

         ‘Thick as thieves.’

         Stevie humphed. ‘I was probably comforting him. It could be you, and all that jazz. And he still didn’t tell me.’

         ‘Maybe he wanted it to be a surprise.’

         ‘I guess.’ She stopped smoking, not wanting the end, offered it to Dylan as a joke. With precision he flicked the butt from her fingers. She kept her eyes on it, following the trajectory, the pretty orange sparks.

         ‘I better get that or there’ll be trouble.’ He ran across grass that had the slightest sheen of dew and came back smiling. ‘What about that for a sprint?’

         ‘Still got it.’

         ‘I just need to shift this.’ He touched his stomach.

         ‘You look fine.’

         ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Three stone.’

         ‘OK, you look normal. Not like a rugby player buffed to an inch of his life.’

         ‘That’s my normal.’

         ‘Get over yourself,’ she said. ‘You’re a ride.’

         He laughed at that, and she felt pleased.

         ‘Didn’t you inspire a slogan T-shirt?’

         Dylan groaned.

         There was a girl in college who’d gotten the words turner: total ride printed on the back of the university jersey. 54

         ‘She never missed a match,’ he said. ‘In fairness.’

         ‘Until Rachel chased her off.’

         They riffed about that night, in their mid-twenties, when Dylan met Rachel. She was working in the VIP area of a basement club on Leeson Street, the only promotions girl who was able to tempt him into a vanilla vodka shot. Stevie remembered her dress: backless, iridescent, flimsy. Leinster had narrowly lost the European Cup final and there was a sense of anarchy, as if they could drink back the win. Total Ride had been following Dylan from early evening, showing up outside the members’ bar in the rugby grounds where the bouncers repeatedly turned her away, but the girl had staying power, she managed to track them to the nightclub in the wee hours, buzzing around their section like an inebriated wasp, stealing drinks with such brazen confidence you could hardly begrudge her the theft.

         ‘She nicked the wine right out of the bucket,’ said Stevie.

         ‘Do you remember I asked you to pretend to be my girlfriend?’

         She caught his eye.

         ‘Just to scare her off, like,’ he said.

         Thank you for clarifying, Stevie did not say. ‘She was disappointed in your choice, as I recall.’

         ‘Didn’t approve of your Converse.’

         ‘Not WAG enough.’

         ‘Then Rachel appeared,’ said Stevie. ‘What was it she said to her?’

         Dylan shook his head. ‘Something about the culchie bus and Coppers.’

         ‘You don’t mess with Rachel,’ Stevie said.

         ‘Certainly not.’ 55

         He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off the dress, Stevie remembered that. Ben bet her a tenner that Rachel was a keeper, not just another of Dylan’s conquests, the similar looking young women who would enter their lives for a week or two before vanishing again in a flurry of training schedules and away games.

         ‘You didn’t like Flaming Lips earlier?’ Dylan said.

         ‘Too cool for them.’

         ‘You’re too cool for everyone, Stevie Jones.’

         The sound of her surname rang out in the darkness.

         ‘Oh, yeah?’

         ‘That’s always been your problem. The coolest physio in town.’

         Caught up in their laughter, they didn’t hear Rachel open the door until her clipped voice interrupted the night. ‘You guys,’ she pointed to the bedrooms, ‘keep it down.’

         Stevie apologised, Dylan said nothing, and they all traipsed back inside.

         * * *

         On her way to the fridge Rachel didn’t bother acknowledging Ben, who was muttering to himself at the table, his animated face flashing with handsome insanity. She’d enjoyed chatting with him earlier in the evening, dissecting the triumphs and casualties of the theatre world, the merits of reality TV, the very public breakdown of one of the rugby wives, and Rachel’s relief that nothing like that had ever happened to her. They even talked about IVF for a while, whether she and Dylan might have to do this soon—whether they should be doing it already. Ben was surprisingly astute on the matter, the cost of it, financial and otherwise. He 56took the time to listen, to think things through. On a night out he was good company, his funny, malevolent charm hard to resist, a generosity of spirit, the way he engaged willingly, showed real interest in her life. Every enquiry he made seemed to highlight how devalued she’d become to her husband these past few years. And it had been nice—wonderful—to hear someone talk with perspective for a change, at a distance from pain. But sadly, after drink number whatever, he’d passed the threshold of attentively drunk to obnoxiously so and Rachel, who was relatively sober, had no interest in the fake rage arguments of world affairs into which he had chosen to distil his emotions.

         Quickly she passed the table with its derelict air of half-filled glasses and debris, her gaze trained on the magnolia gleam of the island. Astonishing that he was still going, when she had literally left the room to get away from it. The endless environment. Negative tipping points and greenwashing and the earthquake in Myanmar that was far worse than anyone realised, which had made her want to say, seriously? What about the people who experienced it, the thousands who lost family and friends, who saw their homes crumble to the ground in a tremendous feat of reverse engineering? Ben was an expert on the environment, in his own mind, and like all secret experts, he was only ever brave enough to come out late in the evening when other people didn’t have the energy or cunning to excuse themselves, to subtly change to a topic of conversation that might allow for two people to contribute instead of the unidirectional radio stream of invective she’d been subjected to for nearly half an hour while Dylan and Stevie hung out in the garden talking about god knows what. She had listened to their intermittent laughter, frustrated at her exclusion, as if the real party was happening out there and she was stuck in a perpetual queue. 57

         ‘You OK, Rach?’ Dylan came behind her at the fridge. ‘Need some wine?’ He reached to the top shelf to get Stevie’s neon plonk. ‘Here you go.’

         ‘Lovely,’ she said sarcastically.

         Eyeballing her, he dug out a fresh four-pack of beer and closed the fridge. ‘What’s up?’

         The other two were in frenzied debate at the table, Stevie somehow having managed to involve herself in the doomsday lecture.

         ‘Rach?’

         ‘Nothing’s up. I’m fine. What’s up with you?’

         ‘Hey,’ he said, offering a hand.

         She shirked his touch. ‘What were you doing out there for so long?’

         ‘Having the chats.’

         ‘It was rude,’ she said. ‘Grow up.’

         The room was suddenly quiet.

         Dylan clamped his mouth shut, snatched the bottle of schnapps off the island, brought it to the table. ‘Will we have a shot, lads?’ he said.

         They debated whether it was too late, but Stevie never said no to fun—something Rachel resented, the way the woman’s mere personality made Rachel look like a bore—and soon enough they were all preparing to do a shot, one for the road, she heard Ben say, in a voice that was fooling no one.

         Although they cajoled her to join them she resisted, busying herself with glasses that could easily wait till morning. She looked at the clock. Just gone 1 a.m. The last few hours had played tricks with time, the excruciatingly slow seconds amounting to quick, sneaky minutes that meant they were now officially in tomorrow. It wasn’t Rachel’s call to ask people to 58leave. These were Dylan’s friends—even after years of knowing each other that was true—and she would have to hang in there until they decided to go. To smile, to serve, to pretend to be chilled. The powerlessness of the situation was unpleasant, especially when she knew it would be her responsibility to get up when Leah woke at seven, trudge downstairs to make breakfast, clean up from the night before, which was in reality this current night, right now, time had done its trick on her again!

         Rachel gave up on the dishes, returned to the table and did a quick shot, shuddering at the aftertaste.

         ‘Well, hello,’ Ben grinned. ‘Look who’s joined the party.’

         Stevie cheered.

         ‘Watch out Terenure,’ Ben continued, ‘Rach is on the tear.’

         In his wild laughter there was an echo of youth, of insolent good health. Rachel had a flashback to the night of her hen party, her sister Emma doing the Macarena on the dance floor in The Academy, her own drunken awareness of how dated and mortifying this was, then from the haze of the surrounding crowd—Ben’s grinning face. It was not a memory she enjoyed. She did another shot to shake it off.

         ‘Wow,’ Dylan said. ‘OK.’

         Rachel said, ‘I’m officially resigning from breakfast duty.’

         ‘Fine,’ her husband said, ‘I’ll do it,’ as if it was something he did frequently. He massaged the skin at his temples. His face was very pale, she noticed now. For a second all his suffering became clear to her and she forgave him everything.

         But Ben was back talking about glaciers, how there was enough ice on earth for the sea level to rise by sixty-five metres, the height of the Makkah Royal Clock Tower in Saudi Arabia.

         ‘The what?’ said Dylan. 59

         Time passed while they continued talking nonsense. Rachel watched them, not really following the agenda, just the flow, the brilliant bounce of their conversation.

         ‘Water levels this high,’ Ben was saying. He stacked the chips into an unstable column, then slapped the table to make his point, toppling the pile everywhere, so obvious and noisy an outcome that Rachel almost did the mocking, showy clap her father used to do when she was young.

         The others were skitting, bending to collect the chips from the floor, before Stevie launched into a story about the time in college when they’d used foil-wrapped condoms for poker chips.

         ‘The look of disgust on your flatmate’s face,’ Dylan said.

         ‘Sandra.’

         ‘Saintly Sandra,’ Ben said.

         ‘She was horrified,’ said Stevie. ‘Threatened to call campus security.’

         ‘Thought it was an orgy,’ Dylan barked. ‘A threesome!’

         They went into fits again.

         ‘Guys!’ Rachel said. ‘Leah.’

         The laughter tailed off, but Stevie still had it in her, her contorted face trying to contain it. Dylan looked at the ground, his shoulders giving small, involuntary shakes. He would glance at Stevie, Rachel predicted, and of course he did, the pair of them falling once more into peels of ungainly laughter, but at least Ben had stopped, he’d straightened up and was watching his wife—sorry, his ‘partner’—with interest.

         In a commanding voice, Rachel said, ‘What’s your big role, Ben?’

         Stevie gathered herself. ‘He was reading for Jerry.’

         ‘In what?’

         ‘Harold Pinter’s Betrayal,’ Ben said grandly. 60

         ‘Brilliant,’ said Dylan.

         ‘Like you even know who that is,’ said Rachel.

         Woah! She tried to catch the meanness, to slow it down. This was another reason she didn’t drink much nowadays. It wasn’t a good look in your forties. She found herself staring at Stevie, resenting her the fortune of her birth a full three years later. So what if the little rich girl had started college when she was seventeen? It didn’t make her special. Rachel was already working at that age, like everyone else she knew.

         ‘Rachel.’ Stevie waved. ‘Are you OK?’

         With effort, she composed her face.

         ‘When the play is in London, how about we all go for a weekend?’ Stevie said.

         ‘Legend,’ said Dylan.

         ‘Sure,’ Rachel managed. ‘Who else is in the cast?’

         Ben named an actress they’d never heard of and a moderately successful actor from a long-running cop show. ‘He’s playing Jerry, actually,’ he said. ‘I’m Richard.’

         ‘Who’s Richard?’ said Stevie.

         ‘He’s the husband.’

         ‘I thought Jerry was the lead?’

         Ben gave a twisty smile. ‘There are two male leads. They thought I was more suited to Richard.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Who cares?’ said Dylan. ‘London’s calling!’

         ‘Most of the rehearsals will be here though,’ Ben said. ‘We’ll have the run at The Abbey first, then I guess I’ll be a month or two over there.’

         Stevie pulled a sad face.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Dylan. ‘We’ll look after her.’ He reached across the mess of chips and patted Stevie on the back. 61

         It was an avuncular gesture, nothing that should have bothered Rachel, but added to the other stresses of the evening—the endless small talk and exclusions, the many drinks of multiple varieties, the fact it was nearly half two, and the exhaustion of months, no, years spent caring for her husband was now, at this most inopportune and public time, finally undoing her—the intention alone induced a sour, primal loneliness that shot through her body and brought her to her feet.

         ‘I’m wrecked,’ she said. ‘Can we call it a night?’

         The three of them gaped at her.

         After a beat Stevie said, ‘Of course. It’s getting late.’

         Getting? Rachel felt a pressure behind her eyeballs.

         Stevie nodded at Ben to use his phone but he was too drunk to understand so she scrambled in her handbag for her own phone, pulling up the taxi app, in slow motion it seemed to Rachel. To her left, without even glancing at him, she could feel her husband’s displeasure. She could neither leave the table nor sit down, she was stuck in this posture of irate bouncer, which she did not fully understand or wish to interrogate.

         They walked them to the front door and said a sombre good night. Rachel tried to recover by giving Stevie a hug but it was all awkward angles and timings, their bodies had internalised the strife. On the way back to the kitchen she could feel Dylan’s mood track her down the hallway like a half-starved wolf. He closed the kitchen door behind them.

         ‘Why did you do that?’ he said.

         ‘What?’ She couldn’t look him in the eye.

         ‘Ruin a lovely evening.’

         She apologised quickly, they were too drunk for anything else, suppressing the feeling of injury, the urgent, childlike voice that knew, like children always do, the shape of something wrong. 62

         Dylan said her apology was useless, the damage was done. Sloppily, he filled a pint glass with water, left the tap running and stomped upstairs to bed.

         As the hours ticked down to morning, Rachel lay awake in the guest room, wondering if there was any day in the fourteen years they’d been together where Dylan had loved only her. She couldn’t call him out on it, she knew, had lost that right a long time ago. Instead she fell asleep thinking of their wedding, how the rain had lifted by evening and the ballroom glowed golden with a late and welcome sun.

      



OEBPS/images/title_image_online.jpg
litde

vanides

Sarah
Gilmartn

TN T Ty
QN NV SN
TR T N TR

AN IMPRINT OF PUSHKIN PRESS





OEBPS/images/seris_title_online.jpg
L itde
Yanities





OEBPS/images/9781805338055_cover_epub.jpg





