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Morning swimmers





IN THE FIRST WEEK OF MAY, BEFORE THE WATER IN Galway Bay changed to a mild summer blue, Eric Hartman and John Berry drove to Jim’s house and announced that they had gone swimming that morning, at eight o’clock, by the diving tower at the end of the promenade in Salthill. The three men had grown up together and still lived in the same town, though in recent years Jim had seen them less, or as they put it, they had seen less of Jim.


It was still early morning and Jim walked the kitchen in pyjamas and crooked glasses, bringing cups of tea to the white table.


Eric said, You should come with us, make it three.


John said, Yes, the water’s cold, the concrete is cold, but once you’re in the water it’s not too bad.


They said nothing more as Jim sat with his cup. He scratched the hair that still felt for the pillow he hurried from when he heard the doorbell. It had been five or six weeks since he’d seen either of them. This was the way with even boyhood friends: sooner or later another life always comes with its bags, even in the late years.


Jim said, I’m not a man for cold water, but I heard the bay is warmer in January than summer, with the Gulf Stream from Mexico.


Eric said, Always the man for facts. Are you up for it then?


Jim looked at the floor between his feet and saw the tower. It was a cold place, the tower and the concrete shelter at the end of the promenade, completely open to the elements, completely without comfort in the face of the strong wind off the bay. And that solitary journey to a cold dunk in the frigid water drew solitary people to it every morning. As a child he watched the old bony swimmers leap into the water and swim around the base of the tower and run shivering for the towels they draped on the railings. One man used to leap straight from the sea onto his black bike, cycling home instead to change, stopping wet on the way to buy a newspaper. Perhaps all those memories made him want to agree to go with them, or perhaps the recent loneliness that visited him in the mornings had taken to staying a little longer by the week.


And so it came to pass that at eight in the morning, four times a week through the summer and well into autumn, the three of them swam in the waters of the Atlantic, fast pink arms in the churn of the dark seas.




*





Today Jim had come twenty minutes early. The water was slate grey and a blustery wind seemed to push the sunlight off the boulders that ringed the tower. He had not slept well, and as he drove along the seaside he saw rain showers blowing in from the Aran Islands and knew he did not want to wait for the other two. The routine had taken over the excitement, he understood that, but lately their conversation shared the same fate as the time trapped in his watch, it always came around to a point where it used to be. He parked his car farther down the promenade than usual and walked the extra distance to warm himself. Because the November sunrise had found the clear part of the sky, he wanted to swim while the sun could shine on his skin, even a sun without heat, any sun, because this time of year was unforgiving: you ran in and got the thing done. But if he kept coming, doing this, perhaps by spring he would feel differently.


He undressed down to the swimming trunks he wore underneath and picked his way on flat feet across the stones to the water, found a patch free of seaweed, bent at the knees, and launched himself. The cold clamped him at the head and the chest and dragged ice along his body as he entered fully the green silence, opening his eyes to the salt and the waving seaweed, the fat tendrils’ ballet in a slow current. He thrashed his arms, twisted his neck, rose to the surface and kicked his legs until a seed of heat burned at the numbness. He made a tight circle around the tower and hauled himself onto a rock, gasping and saying incomprehensible things just to ward off the brutal chill. A gust sliced spray off the rocks after him as he grabbed his bag and ran to the shelter to change. He placed firmly in his mind the dry promise of the towel, the second sun gleaming from the dashboard in the car on the way home, the hot shower of water from pipes.


Inside the shelter, he took the towel and entered the only cubicle even though he was the only one there. Jim liked the ounce of privacy. He wrapped the ends of the towel in his fists and see-sawed it along his back with his toes curled off the damp concrete, dabbed his chest and legs, noticed the strings of blue veins under the skin. He threw the towel down and reached for the underpants. That was the good thing about the harsh concrete of this place: you didn’t want to hang about and think.


He was drying his feet when he heard his name spoken at the door of the shelter.


Remember what Jim said – last July, was it?


What did he say?


Jim smiled as he recognised the voices of his friends. He dredged the toes of his left foot with the towel.


John said, Don’t say anything, is that Jim’s car parked outside?


I’ll look, Eric said. No, he’s not there.


Jim had a hand on the cubicle door to push it open and tell them he had beaten them to the swim, but then John shouted, Listen, today is going to be the best day of our lives!


Eric laughed, Will you keep it down, will you? He could be along any second.


Jim stopped. Was that something he had said once? He said that once. He should put his trousers on first before leaving the cubicle.


I mean, John said, he’s out there on the rocks and says that to us about the best day of our lives. What was that all about?


I could hardly stop myself from laughing out loud, Eric said. He stands in his wet trunks with his arms up in the air and says, ‘Look at the clear water, the sun in the clouds’, and then he says—


Don’t—


‘Christ, lads, isn’t it great to be alive!’


Inside the cubicle Jim pulled his trousers on. The rest of his clothes were in the plastic shopping bag outside the cubicle. He couldn’t very well walk out now to get his shirt and socks. His friends were talking about him, and they would be embarrassed. He would be embarrassed.


John got his breath back. I felt like saying, ‘The best day? We’re going swimming, Jim. What are you doing?’


I wouldn’t mind but he’s the one who got winded, Eric said, tried to go out a hundred yards and ends up floundering. Lucky the man didn’t get blown out to sea altogether. Thinks he’s still a young fellow.


Inside the cubicle, Jim smiled. They were talking about him behind his back, and he was listening behind theirs. He’d wait another minute before springing the surprise. They’d all laugh about it later in the bar, a little friendly elbowing. How many get to hear what their friends say about them?


As he waited, carefully silent in the cubicle, Jim remembered that day of his extra-long swim: it was midsummer and he felt brave enough to explore, to go farther, stretch the circle out in a wider radius to the bigger waves and be helpless and brave in all that water. He was tired of the same path his friends dug out of the waves to follow. It was something he decided at the moment he dove in and so could not tell the others, who always swam as a pair a little behind him. He took a left turn and in two minutes was already far enough out that the tower had shrunk by two or three inches and his friends were half the size. It was more than he bargained for. How tired he got! He didn’t say anything at first, but when the cramp tugged at his calf, he wanted to call out to the others, but they might laugh at him or not notice the call coming from an unexpected place, so far to their left where no one ever swam, and so he trod water to get his breath and watched his friends circle the tower and pick themselves out of the sea. Then he felt the first tug of a different current push him out a few inches more, an indifferent hand pushing him out into the open and anonymous sea and beyond the magnet of the tower. The terror of those inches! The sea yawned under him. He kicked and thrashed his way parallel to the shore until the tugging stopped and he was able to head for the beach, coming from the waves fifty yards down shore. He wound his way back to the shelter along the sharp rocks in the surge of sun and the relief that he was on dry ground, and when he reached the tower, his friends were already in the shelter, but his relief had turned into joy. He stood on the flat lukewarm stone, and that was when he shouted that today would be the best day of their lives, that it was great to be alive after all.


Jim buttoned his trousers. Outside the cubicle, his friends were not finished with him.


Eric said, Ever think Jim was a little, you know, off?


As in?


Don’t know really. Off.


Daft? John said.


Eric said, Daft. Good daft, I mean.


No wonder his wife—


Wait. I want to hear, but check again first.


Jim moved away from the door. No wonder his wife what? He hung the towel at his shoulders.


Eric’s voice sounded again after footsteps: Nothing. He’s late today. Maybe he’s not coming.


We better get in and swim, looks dark out in the bay.


Jim heard bags rustle and shoes thud as they undressed. If he opened the door now, he would mortify his two friends. At this point he would gladly have taken the embarrassment he passed on previously. Best to wait until they left the shelter for the swim and then to get his bag, dress quickly, go outside and wave at them as if he’d just arrived. Two swims for him today.


She’s not bad-looking at all, John said.


A quiet one, though.


Heard she’s seeing some fellow from Dublin, some archaeologist or other.


Jim leaned against the wall of the changing room. His breath left his body and his heart seemed locked in another chest, a strange chest, where it beat instead.


Get away – where did you hear that? Eric said.


Everyone knows it – the birds are singing it. I hear it’s a bit of an open marriage there with Jim and her, you know.


I heard—


Ask no questions, that type of thing. She takes this archaeologist to a hotel out of town.


John coughed. It echoed around the shelter, a cold being caught and repeated in another throat, and then another, the way things spread. Jim placed a hand on the cubicle wall and lowered himself to the bench and felt the cold stone under his feet, how cold.


Strange enough, Eric said, because I never see Jim with anyone. How long has this been going on?


The word is a couple of years, John said.


Jim took the ends of the towel and placed them over his ears. Archaeologist? The wind blew under the cubicle door and up his legs. He felt years blowing in with it, ageing him on the spot. His testicles tightened and the wet hair dripped frigid dots down his neck. Then he heard the whisper of trousers sliding off.


She’s a bit of a flirt, all right, Eric said, with the cough that told Jim the trousers were indeed off. Eric always coughed right then.


John said, If I had her body, I’d be a flirt too.


Jim hasn’t a clue, does he? I don’t think he knows about it at all.


Don’t think so – head in the clouds. You’ve got to like him all the same.


Jim’s a decent sort, Eric said. A good man. Always something different.


As he sat, Jim looked around him, looked down at his stomach. Despite months of exercise, the folds of fat were still there. His chest too seemed flabbier, little pouts around his nipples. Another blast of wind shook the door of the cubicle and fried his skin cold into bumps. His legs looked thinner, less muscular. The swims had done nothing more than expose how much a body can shrivel, what lay ahead of him. Yes, he was older, as if he had not noticed until his body said, I am fifty-two, and this is you.


His wife was surely happy. Denise and he lived a marriage without questions. His Saturdays were a stroll through the bookshops, a coffee on Shop Street, mingling with the crowd, the smell of fish and pizza on High Street down to the Spanish Arch, and from there a short walk to the swans at the Claddagh. You can judge a marriage by Saturdays, Jim thought. The inside of the shelter darkened. He moved his shoulders, must leave soon. But he did not want to make his friends feel bad.


Eric said, At some stage you have to wonder if Jim can do the business.


Not true at all, John said. Remember Lucy at the department dinner? I heard Jim and she went into the bathroom and she came out fixing her dress. Jim walked out a little later and headed for the bar.


Jim shook his head. He never touched that woman and had gone to the bathroom to escape her. He stood and waved his arms to get warm.


Eric said, Interesting. No one ever told me about that, Jim and Lucy. Is it raining yet?


No. We’re okay.


I hate this part, taking off my shirt. Kills me.


In the cubicle, Jim felt colder than the wind. He stepped up onto the seat and did weightlifting movements, bending his knees and bringing his backside down to his heels, and back up again, breathing softly. He leaned to the wall and shivered, one hand on the towel to keep it from falling. He was fine in here as long as he didn’t make any noise, as his friends never used the cubicle. They always used the same part of the shelter, with Eric on the inside and John nearest the door, and undressed in the same order: trouser leg, shirtsleeve, that stupid cough, the same breathing, the same little jumps between the cracks on the concrete as they bounded for the water. And since they always faced the wall as they got ready, they wouldn’t see him if he put his head over the cubicle door.


Lifting himself on his toes, Jim looked.


As expected, John Berry’s black left sock was coming off on schedule. Go on, John. Now the top shirt button, that’s it, and use your index and thumb – excellent. And now another little cough as you take it off. Jim placed his right knee against the door hinge and his left foot flat across the bench while holding the towel with his right hand and using two fingers of his left on top of the cubicle wall for balance.


John removed the shirt and coughed. It’s a lot colder today, that’s for sure. The fat around John’s waist bobbed as he hung the shirt on the third hook from the left. Jim remembered watching him eat bacon and cabbage at Eric’s one night, carefully tearing fat from a glistening rind. John Berry folded his trousers and placed them in the bag, giving them the usual tug to get the wrinkles out.


I don’t know. He must know about his wife and the archaeologist. I don’t see how not. I would, I can tell you. In a second.


Jim tried to list all the archaeologists he knew.


Eric said, Maybe it’s one of those sham marriages. One of them is gay, but they stay together.


Remember Lucy. Unless he goes both ways. Why, Eric, do you fancy him?


Stop! Eric shouted.


They laughed as Jim froze at the level of his eyes behind the cubicle.


Eric said, How about just you and me do the next windsurfing trip? I don’t know about Jim this time.


Yes, just the two of us. Remember him explaining how the nature spirits live in the west? He sat one night by the Cliffs of Moher and waited for them to come out.


He saw them dancing in the moonlight.


Like this? John Berry raised his left arm and danced in a circle, then pulled his stomach in and stood sideways. He looked himself up and down.


I have a question.


Yes?


Do you think I’ve lost weight?


What? A bit, around the waist, yes.


Are you sure, are you being honest now?


I am, I think, yes.


As far as Jim could tell, John weighed himself every day. He did not need anyone to tell him. From his high perch in the cubicle Jim saw that John had lost some hair at the crown, and the fat around his jaw squeezed out a second chin. His knees swelled with arthritis.


This is the first time Jim’s missed a swim, John said. Maybe there’s trouble with the wife.


Maybe she’s seeing that lecturer fellow at the university again.


Again? It never stopped, John said. They were at it last week, from what I hear, in the college bar, off in a corner.


Eric swung his arms. Poor fellow doesn’t know half the things she does behind his back. She even came on to me once.


No, John said.


At the annual department party.


Eric folded his sweater. This was the order: he hooked his thumbs under his loose white oversized underpants, turned to the wall, bent as he lifted his right leg and then the left, put the underpants in his bag, and hoisted up his swimming trunks. Then off with the sweater.


Jim waited long seconds as both men rubbed their hands and paced the shelter. To show himself now would bring confrontation, old denials, new defences. He swallowed and felt the draught of that November morning sweep along the concrete and swirl about the cubicle, rubbing a dull red blade across his ankles. His left foot slid on the wet seat. As he fell, his right knee scraped the hinges. The only thing was to let go. The seat sprang like a see-saw and slammed against the wall.


Jesus, Eric said.


Jim draped the towel over his head and chest. He opened the door.


From under the towel he saw John Berry’s black nylon socks and brown shoes under a tight swimsuit. He always put the socks and shoes back on for the run to the sea.


Ah Jesus, Eric said from the shelter entrance.


What? John said, joining him.


Looks like rain.


John turned, Excuse me, what’s the water like today?


The simple disguise of a towel and some distance. Jim revolved his wrist in a so-so fashion, the misery of it. He took the bag and turned back for the cubicle.


Eric said, John, come on, let’s do the swim before that cloud comes down on us. Let’s run at it today and just dive in.


John Berry and Eric Hartman charged out of the shelter.


They would run to the sea and crouch, blowing into their hands. At the last second before diving in, John removes the shoes and socks. They swing back their arms, bend at the knees, and tip over like milk into tea. They swim once around the tower, bodies static but busy, insects in a toilet bowl.


Inside the cubicle again, Jim grabbed for the plastic grocery bag, his shirt, his trousers, socks, shoes and jacket. It was true that Denise and he had an arrangement. Their personal life was complicated, but only if viewed from the outside. Passion was something he could live without, and he supposed she felt the same. But if he were ever to meet someone he would tell Denise. While not romantic together any more, they slept in the same bed, and she hadn’t said anything about an archaeologist or a lecturer. Or it was all malicious gossip.


She would have said something. Jim stood and tightened his belt over the shirt. Yes, she had come home drunk a few times. Yes, she did appear depressed. He’d asked her if anything was wrong. She said she felt tired. Jim lit some candles and massaged her head.


You are very good to me, she said, and touched his hands.


Jim placed the wet gear in the bag and sat again in the cubicle. Something you hear through a cubicle door, from a chance conversation on the street, a phone quickly put down when you enter a room, something you hear that depresses you for an hour and maybe for the rest of your life. He had minutes to get out before the two returned to the shelter, but Jim could not find the will to move. Instead he saw images of Denise, not with another man, not of her naked body, but of her not telling the truth. He watched her in the kitchen not telling the truth, in the garden not telling the truth, watching television not telling the truth. The images slid back in time, and in a few seconds she was not telling the truth ever, all the way back to when they first met. Even then, when he brought her to a film on a rainy Friday after classes and she was still doing her degree, she was not telling him the truth. His stomach moved and he heaved. He cupped a hand over his mouth and clenched his thighs as another blast of wind scoured the shelter, this time carrying in rain on top.


In the final minute of John Berry and Eric Hartman’s morning swim, Jim remembered the day of the midsummer wild swim, when he said those words about it being the best day. He had turned and seen them smiling to each other in the cave of the shelter.


Well, why not? he called. Why can’t today be the best day?


You might be right, John’s shadow said back to him, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Not today.




*





Now it was too late. Jim sat until he heard both men enter the shelter in a swish of feet and shivering.


Very cold today, John. Jim missed it.


He’s probably out looking for his wife.


Jim grabbed the inside bolt and burst out of the cubicle, a blur of hair and glasses and a shout, Don’t you two have anything better to do?


Eric said, Jim.


Is this what goes on behind my back?


John took a towel. No, Jim.


Eric said, Was that you earlier?


Yes, I heard it all, Jim said.


Fun, that’s all it was.


Jim said, Eric, you can’t keep your mouth shut, that’s why no one tells you anything, nobody except this fellow here. He pointed at John: And your wife wants to leave you.


Now look, John said.


Jim said, And ask me how I know that.


She doesn’t want to leave me.


Because she told me. She told me months ago when I was picking you up that day your car was in for service.


John shook his head, looked at the ground.


Jim said, All those pills. He walked to the door of the shelter. The rain was picking up, and he felt it swamp his shoulders.


You’d better leave, Eric said. You’re saying foolish things.


John took a step. Leave, Jim. We know you’re upset.


You know nothing about me. Don’t talk to me again, either of you.


Jim walked the promenade to his car, started the engine and turned the heater up to a blast. Over Galway Bay, the heavy cloud combed the water into fluff and rocked the car with a gust that spattered drops on the left window. He watched Hartman and Berry run from the shelter with their bags. He felt fists rummage in his kidneys.


He knew, yes, he did, but he loved her too much to say anything. And she had been kind to him the morning of the strange and dangerous swim when he got home and could not wait to tell her about it, since they did not have such moments any more, he and Denise, when he could tell her something new. She said he was foolish to try that, but she laughed too and smiled at him, a smile he knew from a long time before. And he thought briefly that there might be hope.


On the promenade through the downpour he saw his friends raise a hand to each other and shrink to unlock their doors. John Berry dragged his jacket over his head. Jim sat with his hands on the steering wheel, waiting for the car to warm up. The shower stretched the bodies of his friends across the glass, melted them down the windscreen, and finally made them strangers.



















How long until





A FEW MINUTES OUT OF DUBLIN WHILE DRIVING WEST on the road to Galway, Peter asked his wife, If I died tomorrow, how long would you wait until you did it with someone else?


He accelerated past a slow-moving car as Brenda stared: Before I did what?


You know, slept with someone else. How long would you wait if I died tomorrow?


She looked him up and down. That’s a terrible question. Jesus, what made you think of that? She fixed her sunglasses against the evening glare and crossed her arms.


So no answer then, Peter said.


They passed under the bridge at Maynooth and slowed into heavy traffic. A bank-holiday weekend in June and everyone was heading west it seemed. Peter lowered the visor to get the sun out of his eyes. He wanted to tell her that he’d just seen a hoarding for life insurance and that he’d thought about what would happen if he were killed and she was alone. Of course that got him thinking about how long she’d wait until being with another man. The image of her making love with someone now a stranger to her had stung him, and then he reasoned that maybe she already knew the man; maybe his replacement was at that moment drinking a cup of coffee or jogging or watching television somewhere within a few miles of them, that man. The compulsion to ask was upon him, and without waiting, he had asked.


Brenda said nothing more and kept her arms crossed.


So much for counting to ten before opening your mouth. He didn’t want her to know that a roadside advertisement spurred him to ask such a foolish question, so he said nothing too and braked his way forward, tapping the steering wheel to the radio until they approached the same advertisement a mile down the road.


A rough guess then, he said.


She turned like a loose spring. Look, I’m not going to answer you. Are you thinking about doing something?


No, no. I just wanted to know. It was a question, that’s all. He moved his arms to support his innocence and felt the first twinge of regret. Now he wanted to forget the whole thing, but the question wasn’t finished with him yet: he saw it move up closer, intent on staying in the rear-view mirror. The cars moved in small jerks. In a few miles surely it would open up. The steering wheel felt clammy in his hands, but he thought how her jealousy pleased him, if that’s what it was. He wanted to lower the window, but Brenda hated the exhaust fumes and the air conditioner didn’t work well unless the car was moving. The sun dipped into his eyes and the visor wouldn’t go low enough. He leaned back in the seat and stretched, felt tired.


They were driving to Galway to spend the weekend with Brenda’s parents. She was upset and the trip would be murder now, he already heard it coming at him with its knives, sharpening the Saturday across the Sunday.


Ten minutes later she spoke again: Killed suddenly or died slowly?


He answered without thinking because he wanted to get rid of the entire conversation, let it unravel and die.


What does it matter?


Well if you were killed in an accident, I’d be in shock and I don’t think I’d want to be with anyone for a long time. But if you died slowly, in a hospital bed, something like a terminal illness, that would be different, I suppose.


She uncrossed her arms now and appeared to relax again, but Peter felt he had to continue it now.


Very well. I die from an illness. How different is that?


She said, In that case I’d probably wait, I don’t know, three months.


Peter felt his heart bounce. What was that? Three months? You’d wait twelve Saturdays? For the love of—


No need to be so upset because it’s just a guess.


He moved into the left lane to avoid the accident that must have caused the hold-up. So did twenty others, jerky, fidgety types rammed up against each other, prising out inches by the brake. The stopping and starting made him carsick, something he’d had since a child. He recalculated the weeks out of the months just to make sure he got it right.


Twelve Saturdays, he said.


You asked, she said.


Oh come on, he muttered. The car ahead blocked him and someone else darted into the lane.


I hope you’re not going to be in a mood all evening because I just answered your question, she said, because that’s all I did, you know, answer—


I know.


—your question.


He thought of that invisible man tugging off her blouse and then couldn’t bring the thought to a stop. The stupid thing was that they were both in their early thirties so they didn’t even need to be thinking about these things, and now everything was spinning like a coin, a question he’d flipped into the air inspired by that life-insurance advertisement he saw with a fat actor on it who looked like he had a day to live and who was probably at that moment swilling beer in his living room and punching channels out of the remote, doubtlessly unaware of the chain of events he had set in motion with those big black letters over his head, the ones Peter read thirty minutes ago as they drove along the congested road: What would your loved ones do if you died tomorrow?




*





When they reached Athlone an hour later Peter said he wanted to sit in the cool roadside café and maybe have a coffee and wake up, but she said she wanted to keep going, that they were past halfway. The plan was to stay in a hotel in Galway, something he said would be the right thing to do since they didn’t want her parents waiting up for them. The real reason was that it was one night less with two people he’d never really liked and who didn’t like him. Not quite good enough for their only daughter. They had retired to Galway a few years before, bought in before the prices took off.


As they sped on the motorway, Brenda turned to him. The road narrowed back to a two-way system and to the words she spoke, the slightly sad eyes that contradicted her smile.


I’ve thought about doing it when you’ve been away on buying trips.


He weaned the car in behind a large bus on the winding, narrow road. Couldn’t see a thing, couldn’t overtake for miles now. All these cars, nowhere to go. Then what she’d said overtook him and he replayed it and suddenly couldn’t look at her. He had asked the question, asked for this, and got his answer and everything that was to come.


I’ve thought about it, she said.


The bus belched exhaust and the car behind was flashing him to speed up.


He said, Fair enough. That’s why I asked in the first place. I just wanted to know how long you’d wait, that was all.


Brenda said, And don’t tell me you haven’t looked at women and wanted to. I’ve watched you look at them when we go out together.


What she said was true. He’d seen women in bars and on the street and if they’d pursued him he might have gone along with it. He wanted to admit that now but was afraid what she’d think if he did. The sun sank to the tops of the trees, brushing red along the sky, sketching the night.


I’ve never slept with anyone since we married, if that’s what you mean, he said, desperate for her to repeat it back.


So, she said. I’m supposed to say the same to you now. You bring this up at the beginning of our trip to my parents’ house and I don’t know why.


Neither do I. He turned the tuning dial from a weak station. I’m sorry, Brenda.


He leaned into the steering wheel. Better never to have said anything, to have let it go and thought about it instead at three in the morning like everyone else, about companionship. The fellow on the insurance sign was most likely settling into this Friday evening of the long weekend, loosening his belt.


An hour later they reached the outskirts of Galway; it was fully night and headlights laced the road like beads on a necklace. Brenda pointed off the road: Here, Peter, I think this is our hotel.


As he made the turn she said, You know, being with someone is sometimes about having a friend, a companion.


Sensing a thaw, Peter said, I swear to you that I was thinking the exact same thing about companionship when we were going past Athlone.


She smiled. But you didn’t say anything, Peter. I wish you’d be more spontaneous.


He took a side road. You mean impulsive?


That’s not what I said. I said spontaneous. You have to live life, right?


As they drove to the hotel, he chewed over her last sentence. Four years married and both working with their own careers, doing well, money in the bank, shopping trips to New York. He’d often thought about leaving her, nothing he ever said to his friends. Didn’t know why. It came to him when the sunlight hit the trees at a certain angle: life in a different place. If he acted on that impulse, scraped the hesitation off and lived life that way, their marriage was over. Then he wondered what kept any couple together, what preserved a marriage from the people in it.


Her voice had changed recently, though he couldn’t put an exact date on it. Her tone always softened when she called him at work, and that was the only way he knew she was addressing him and not someone sitting next to her at the reception counter where she worked. She had a habit of talking to other people at the same time without any transition, so he often answered a question she had asked someone else and was still answering when she came back to him.


How to know if a woman is leaving you, that’s the major question for the man who wants this kind of insurance. He counted the ways: I’m going to a golf outing, it’s for work. I should be back tomorrow. More ominous: I need to plan our weekends in advance because I have some clients to meet. The end is very close when you hear, My work is really important to me.


His heart raced and his breath pooled in his chest as he pictured webs of deceit spun around her. The reason he came up with those examples was that she had said all of those things lately. He transported every imaginary word to its real meaning: I’m going to the shop. Translation: I want some privacy so I can phone my new friend. I’m going for a few drinks after work. Translation: We’re driving to his place.


Peter sighed the insanity out of himself. This kind of thinking was destructive. Maybe it was Dublin, the city had been getting to him. He pulled into a parking space and glanced out the window: the hotel, a restaurant, petrol stations in a strip, the rest was night.


This place, he thought, could be marked as loneliness on a map. Galway had spread in the past decade, gushing for miles along the roads that led to it, pink and blue neon signs, huge hotels standing alone till more business built up around them, and then the rabbit-cage houses. But he knew that Brenda saw a different Galway, the one she grew up in, and he knew how important this trip was. She worked hard and didn’t get much time off any more. He wanted to clear up the stupid misunderstanding that threatened to veer out of control, to undo that strange risk he took instead of playing it safe and small-talking  away the trip, which is what he clearly ought to have done instead, the same way insured people talk.


But that’s not what he did, and suddenly he needed to know everything. As they got out of the car, he spoke over the roof: I want to know if you’ve been with anyone else since we got married.


It’s something I think about, just like you do.


Who have you thought of doing it with? Anyone I know?


Almost everyone you know, Peter.


He shivered, dressed only in a shirt. Maybe it was the night; even in June, the nights were cold.


What, Brenda? Have you slept with anyone?


You first. Have you been with anyone else since we met?


No, he said.


Then I can say no.


What do you mean, you can say no?


I haven’t slept with anyone, she said.


We’re speaking the truth here? We’re happy, aren’t we?


I’m tired, Peter.


He shook his head. A sign leads to divorce. He’d be alone again.


Loneliness started when his mother once left him alone in a supermarket to get something. I’ll be back in a minute, Peter. Even though he didn’t move a single step, his mother didn’t come back for him. He waited and then he waited. Then he went looking for her. A man asked him if he needed help. When Peter began to run, the man walked faster, his two steps for Peter’s four. Peter shouted again and again until his mother shook him quiet, telling him she’d only been gone three minutes.


Peter turned to Brenda as they walked into the hotel. Let me understand this. I look at other women, but you haven’t slept with anyone.


She stopped and they stood facing each other in the foyer.


To be honest?


Yes, honest.


I’d like a man who doesn’t always wash his hair or shave, she said. You know?


Peter nodded. She was critiquing him. His job required that he present a neat appearance at all times, and he’d got into the habit of being that way all the time.


I know the type, he said. One who doesn’t have a job.


As if he had said nothing, she continued, I’d like a man who doesn’t always treat me so well, be so nice at all times. I don’t know, Peter. But intelligent too.


A little bit of everything, then.


Don’t be sarcastic. It’s not you.


The receptionist looked up. Peter didn’t care.


It’s not every man who gets to talk about these things with his wife.


She laughed. And who started this? Anyway, what type would you replace me with?


Someone like you, he said.


I don’t think so, Peter. I think you want someone – she paused – a lot safer, maybe more sophisticated than me. She winked. I’m a little too much for you, aren’t I?


Maybe, maybe not.


I’m hungry, she said.


She walked to the counter, stood as far from him as she could take herself, silent behind her sunglasses in the dark, with her arms crossed again, and as the weight of that question pressed harder on him than ever, he fumed at Brenda and at himself. Like the signs strung along the road from Dublin for insurance and banking and hotels and holidays, like the plot of a slow film, that simple question, the one he’d asked without much thought, still ran in his mind, changing from ‘How long would you wait until’, to ‘Peter, why did you have to ask that question’, to the shout, ‘What were you thinking when you asked that question?’


They walked to the lift. Maybe because Brenda was better at silence than he was, he spoke the next words that came into his head, again without thinking too much first.


What if we came to an arrangement?


She looked at him. What kind of arrangement?


You could see others, as long as I knew—


Knew?


Or maybe, I don’t mean actually—


You want me to see other men? The sunglasses were off.


I want you to do whatever you want, because you will anyway. I know you.


I wonder, Peter, if you know me.


All you have to do is tell me. It’ll be okay, I promise.


Her tone changed again, this time flat, more friendly.


You really mean that?


He nodded. So she was interested. An arrangement would be arrived at, mutually satisfying, or mutually unsatisfying, but at least he was insured against surprises that way. No friends telling him they’d seen Brenda having a candlelit dinner with someone in a restaurant.


Before or after? she said.


I wouldn’t mind, if we were at a party and you met someone. We could go into a room or you could take him to a hotel and I could wait in the car or – he opened his palm – you could call me and say, ‘Peter, I’ve just been with someone.’


Brenda shook her head, put a hand up to her forehead. He felt he was doing well, speaking his mind again, no filter, no hesitation, no figuring out the right phrase first. This was healthy.
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