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      The barman asks me if I want another drink, and I nod. After all, I’m sitting in a bar, on my own, waiting for someone who – it appears – isn’t going to turn up.

      I smile at the sight of my family’s label on the whiskey bottle as he pours, but I say nothing. I throw down the liquid in one gulp, before placing my glass back down onto the wood.

      “Can I get you another?” a voice says from beside me.

      I don’t turn to see who it is. This is at least the third person who has tried to hit on me tonight, and it shouldn’t surprise me – I mean, I’m not the type of guy you’d kick out of bed, and if you don’t know me too well, then you might even think I’m kind of interesting. But I didn’t come here tonight to be chatted up by just anyone. I came here to meet someone: someone who, apparently, hasn’t showed up. Or, even worse, who saw me from across the bar and deliberately decided not to even give me a chance.

      “I’m fine.”

      “But you’re all on your own…”

      “And maybe I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “I saw you earlier, you know. You’ve been here at least one hour.”

      Two, actually, I want to correct him. But I don’t; I don’t want to seem even more pathetic.

      “Whoever you’re waiting for should be here by now.”

      I’m about to turn and tell him to fuck off, when a hand lands firmly on my shoulder.

      “Sorry I’m late, I got held up.”

      I close my eyes, absorbing the vibrations of his vocal cords, then respond. “It’s okay.”

      “Was this guy bothering you?” His tone changes suddenly.

      “Nah, it’s all good.”

      The guy in question wordlessly slips off the bar stool, and he takes his place.

      “Another one,” he says to the barman, gesturing towards me. “And one for me too, please. I’ll have what he’s having.”

      He rests his elbows on the bar and slides a hand through his hair. The barman fills our glasses and we both sit there, staring at our drinks.

      “You don’t have to run to my defence, you know.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “I could’ve told him to piss off on my own.”

      “I’m sure you could’ve.”

      I grasp the glass and swirl the liquid around inside.

      I turn to face him. “What are you doing here?”

      He doesn’t look at me.

      “There aren’t many other places to go around here.”

      “It’s the only bar in town. And it’s not exactly close to home.”

      “But it’s not far enough,” he adds, almost irritably. I feel it right away, as if his frustration were aimed at me.

      “No one asked you to come here,” I say, seeing off my whiskey. “You could’ve pretended not to know me, or not to have seen me.”

      “I’d been over there for a while,” he says, nodding towards the other side of the bar, half hidden in shadow.

      “So you were just enjoying watching me make a dick of myself?”

      “Why a dick?”

      “Come on, you know exactly why I’m here.”

      “Probably for the same reason I’m here.”

      I turn my whole body to face him this time, prompting an embarrassed glance.

      “Blind date?”

      “Yeah,” I say, sighing. “Looks like it was a set-up. Or maybe they saw me from across the bar and decided they didn’t even want to meet me.”

      He plants his hand down on the bar suddenly, his fingers spread, his little finger gently brushing against mine. He doesn’t keep moving, doesn’t touch me. He doesn’t even look at me.

      He can’t. We both know it.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      I can’t. We both know it. But I do it anyway.

      My hand falls instinctively on top of his, pressing it against the wood of the bar. I don’t want him to try and pull it away, but he has to.

      “Shane, this isn’t helping.”

      I want to tell him that nothing helps right now – especially not seeing him every fucking day; speaking to him as if nothing has ever happened between us, laughing at his jokes and telling him mine. All I really want to do is throw my fists at him, or grab him by his shirt and pull him into me. I want to feel him on me one more time. Trying to meet other men doesn’t help when the only man I really want is standing a metre away from me. Living in the same town, seeing the same people: that doesn’t help.

      It doesn’t help that we’re close friends, either.

      “We can’t,” is all he says, before getting to his feet and leaving me alone at the bar, again.

      I don’t even try to hold him back.

      You can’t keep hold of someone who doesn’t want to stay – not even when you’re willing to fight for it.

      And I could fight: for me, for what I want. I could fight for us both, for the life we wish we could lead. But I can’t keep fighting against him.
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      It takes Shane a while to leave Nova – almost forty-five minutes. There aren’t many bars around here where you can meet someone – at least, not in Galway, and definitely not around Cliathán – and even if there were, I don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to go to them. So I’m not surprised to find Shane here, and it shouldn’t annoy me so much that he was here for a blind date. And I shouldn’t care that it was him who signed up to one of those sites where they promise to help you find your soulmate – which we all know really means a one-night-stand.

      But I do it too, right? I came here tonight for the same reason: to feel less alone for at least one hour. Because that’s what this is about. It’s about company – and, most of the time, not even that kind of company.

      I watch him meander over to the corner of the road, his hands shoved into his pockets and his head low. He looks like someone who doesn’t want to go home alone again.

      From this distance, I can’t work out whether or not he’s drunk too much, so I pull myself away from the wall I was leaning against and I follow him. I stick to the other side of the road, just to make sure that he can drive home safely.

      How many drinks did he have? I didn’t count them all, even though I was sitting across the bar, watching him. Most of the time, there were people sitting between us, obstructing my view of him – and that’s not even counting the people who tried to hit on him. I’m worried that, if he hadn’t sent them away, I’d have done it myself – and much less nicely than he had.

      I know that he’s a Johnston, and that he should be able to handle his alcohol, but before he can open his car door, or I can even finish my train of thought, I’m already crossing the road towards him.

      He presses the key and unlocks the car, but doesn’t open the door. He just stands there, his arms hanging by his sides in defeat.

      He knows it’s me.

      Maybe I didn’t hide well enough.

      “You’ve got some nerve,” he says, his voice icy but not angry.

      He turns towards me, and I immediately regret getting so close to him, in the darkness, the roads around us almost deserted. No one can see us. I regret even coming here tonight, having watched him for three hours with my stomach in flames. I can’t believe I thought I could do this.

      I can’t believe I told him that we couldn’t do this.

      Not that it’s easy every day, seeing him in a crowd, always surrounded by friends, or with his family. Paddling around in a kayak, or playing a gig, talking, laughing.

      Pretending.

      He shrugs and stretches out his arms. He’s right. Here we are, once again, standing in front of each other, without knowing how to deal with everything we don’t have.

      And I don’t think we’ll find the answer tonight. So I do the last thing I’m still capable of doing.

      “How much have you had to drink?”

      “What?”

      “Will you be able to get back to Cliathán?”

      He looks at me, disappointment in his eyes. He’s right about this, too. But I can’t give him any more than that.

      “Stop worrying about me if you don’t…” He takes a deep breath, holding back his words. He doesn’t say it, because he knows that I don’t want to hear it.

      “You’re not my brother.”

      Fuck, no.

      “I already have one, and that’s more than enough.”

      Don’t say it, please. Don’t keep going…

      “And you have one, too. Worry about him, instead.”

      Now he’s pissed off. And he’s right again. He’s punishing me, and it’s only fair. If I weren’t the one in the firing line, I’d probably be applauding him.

      “See you, Veldons.”

      Wow. That one really hurt.

      He opens the driver door and clambers inside, but I stop him, one hand resting on the metal.

      “Tomorrow?”

      As if I could ever have just one day without seeing him, without this torment.

      “As always, right?”

      I sigh, relieved. I’m scared every time that it will be the last: that he’ll rip our friendship from my hands, and I won’t be able to bear it.

      It’s the only thing left of us.

      I take my hand off the door and he closes it; I take two steps back and watch him pull out of the car park, his car disappearing into the night.

      I’m already anxious thinking about all the hours that separate me from seeing him again. Only twelve hours or so to go. I counted them in my head as he turned the corner. They’ll be hell, those twelve hours; but it could never be as hard as all the time I’ve spent pretending that he and I are just friends.

      Friends.

      We’ve never been friends.

      Not for a damn second. Not since he first came into my life.
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      I don’t mind turning up at Veldons on Monday at lunch as if nothing has happened. I haven’t minded for fifteen years, and I’m not going to make it a problem now. Not even after our unfortunate encounter last night. Not even when I’m in a horrible mood after being stood up by a total stranger – chosen specifically for me by a shitty algorithm on a shitty website – for the thousandth time. Why did I use a site like that to try and meet someone, you ask?

      Do you have any idea where I live?

      I live in a town with 192 people. Yep, you got it. Everyone knows everyone. Sometimes a stranger shows up, but, believe me: it doesn’t take long for everyone to know who they are, too. You can’t hide in Cliathán. The only way to disappear is to wait until you’re buried six feet under the earth – and even then, I doubt you’d succeed.

      The only thing keeping our little town moving is the Johnston Distillery.

      Does that name seem familiar? Well, it’s mine.

      How lucky am I?

      Let’s just clear something up: I wouldn’t dream of having another surname. But, sometimes, it’s a heavy load to bear – especially when each letter of that name is hinged on tradition.

      I don’t mind tradition, following in the family footsteps, carrying the Johnston name, and all that other bullshit that Dad reels out every time we sit down to dinner together. But sometimes, I wish I could just be Shane.

      The distillery, along with the fact that the town is in the middle of Connemara National Park – basically, in the middle of nowhere – helps us in Cliathán stay connected to the outside world. Sometimes, we even get to interact with someone we don’t already know from birth, or at most since we could crawl.

      The elderly population of Cliathán aren’t huge fans of the tourists, or of the distillers who come from all over to take one of our specialised courses, but we… er …younger members of the community really appreciate it. I’d probably appreciate it more if I weren’t always so stuck; if I could see past what’s right in front of me; if I could just turn my attention to someone else. But where the fuck are all my other options? Well, they go straight down the drain every fucking day, as soon as I step through the doorway of that damn pub. A pub we can’t stay away from, because it’s the only half-decent place in town. A pub I can’t stay away from because I seem to enjoy torturing myself.

      “Good afternoon, Veldons!” I say cheerfully as I step through the door, before heading towards the still-empty bar.

      I have to do it, you know?

      I’ve been doing it for at least fifteen years, and I can’t stop. I can’t afford to arouse suspicion.

      I sit at my usual stool and place my hands on the wooden surface.

      “I knew it would be a shit day today. Didn’t I tell you, Andy?” Brian says to his brother’s back, who seems intent on polishing the shelves behind them.

      “As if any of your days are ever different,” my brother Reid quips, sitting at the bar, “with a face like that.”

      “What’s wrong with my face?” Brian asks, slamming his own hands onto the bar and leaning towards us.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Alex responds, looking at him. “Same old fuckface as usual.”

      “Not so different from yours then, Brennan.”

      “Besides, we come here every day, so you’re already at a disadvantage. Firstly, because you’re a fuckface,” Reid continues, as Alex laughs, “and secondly, because you know that we’ll be gracing you with our pleasant company.”

      “Gracing and pleasant are not two words I’d associate with you lot.” Andy finally turns around.

      Or maybe I should say unfortunately.

      The difference is so subtle that I can’t make it out anymore.

      “Ah, you were just what we needed: the wise old arsehole,” Reid teases.

      Andy actually is the oldest of us all, but that definitely doesn’t make him the wisest.

      He moves closer to the counter and places his hands close to mine: they’re so close, our fingers are almost brushing together. Whether he’s trying to provoke a reaction out of me, to test my self-control, or trying to send everything to shit all on one Monday afternoon, then I think it would be best for me to find out alone.

      I stare at his fingers, so close to my own. It would only take one clumsy movement, a tic, a moment of madness, and they’d be mine. Only I know how much I want to feel them.

      “What about you, Shane?” someone asks, and I tear myself away from my impossible desire.

      “What’s that?”

      “What do you want?” Brian asks, furrowing his brow. “Are you alright?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      I can’t tell you what I want, Brian. Because we’re mates. Because I promised your brother years ago that we’d all continue to be mates. Because the only thing I want is also the only thing I can’t have.

      “Whatever Brennan’s having,” I respond, with absolutely no idea what Alex ordered.

      Brian disappears into the back, probably to put our orders through to the kitchen, while Alex starts talking to my brother: something to do with work on the new house he’s building for him and my sister. I don’t pay any attention to what they’re saying, despite sitting in between them. I keep my eyes fixed onto my hands, which are alone on the counter, now.

      “But you’re allergic.” His voice seeps through to my bones.

      “What?”

      “You ordered the steak burger.”

      I lift my gaze, but as usual, he’s not looking at me.

      “There’s sesame in the bread. And you’re allergic to sesame,” he says, a small smile playing at his lips as his eyes meet mine. “Unless you’re trying to kill yourself in my pub.”

      “I hadn’t even noticed.”

      “I’ll get them to make you the chicken – the one with pesto and mozzarella – and that way you’re not risking your life. You can try killing yourself another day – preferably not in front of me.”

      “No blood shed in Veldons, right?”

      He lowers his gaze to my hands, which haven’t moved, and rests one of his on top. I don’t look at him as he speaks to me; I’m too busy staring at the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.

      “I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

      It’ll be difficult to be a dick about this, now.

      He slowly lifts his hand from mine and walks away. I inhale deeply a few times and turn to my left, where I find Alex staring at me.

      I don’t ask him what the fuck he’s looking at, and he doesn’t ask me what the fuck just happened.

      We both know it’s pointless.

      We both know that my enormous, heavy secret has just become someone else’s secret, too.
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      Some days, going home is more difficult than others. When you’re at work, surrounded by colleagues, when you’re busy and you have someone to chat to, it’s easy to push aside that thought that shouldn’t be in your mind at all – not even for five minutes. But when you’re surrounded by so much silence, when you’re left alone with your thoughts… Well, it isn’t easy not to drive yourself crazy – trust me. I’ve been keeping this to myself for the past seventeen years, since the first time I realised that I could never look at anyone the way I looked at him.

      It’s not like you can decide who you are or what you feel. You can’t choose the people you like. It’s a little like family, I guess: you can’t decide where you’re born, or which surname you’ll end up with. Sometimes, you can choose to follow your own path, to never look back – but that’s not the case for me.

      I was born here, in Cliathán, into the Johnston family. I’m the middle child – the one who wasn’t great in school, but who wasn’t good with their hands, either. I mean, I’m not a total lost cause, but let’s just say that people know what to expect from me – and they definitely wouldn’t expect me to have realised seventeen years ago that I just wasn’t cut out for women.

      I’d never really thought about it before, you know? I was never particularly interested in girls, but I always thought that was because I preferred causing trouble with my friends. I didn’t think I had time for those things.

      My brother and Alex went out with a few tourists now and then. Reid did it just to pass the time, and Alex did it to prove that he wasn’t just following my sister around everywhere; I forced myself to tag along sometimes, especially when those girls brought their friends along. But to be honest, being close to those girls never had any effect on me.

      It didn’t cause me any real problems: Alex and Reid made fun of me, saying I was too picky. I believed that, too – until I realised that what I wanted was something very different.

      To find out something like that, the way I found out, was a shock. I’d never even considered that I might be interested in guys. I simply thought that I wasn’t interested in anyone: that I was still too much of a dickhead to be attracted to women. I was only sixteen, and while most guys at that age were already swept up by their crazy hormones – and my experience here is based on Alex, Brian and my brother, because I have no other means of comparison – I just didn’t feel as motivated as them.

      But the motivation did come. And it came all at once, a gushing torrent, flipping my life upside-down forever.

      I knew it right away – even though I was young, even though I’d never imagined it before, I knew. The moment he touched me in a way that two friends definitely don’t touch, I knew. The real challenge has been making sure that he knows, too: it’s a challenge I’ve been losing miserably for years. I know I should throw in the towel, but I can’t.

      Giving up hope would mean giving up a part of myself.

      I was aware of the fact that no one would’ve understood. Come on – have you seen where I live? And that’s not even including my family.

      My father is a traditional man, conservative. He’s the kind of guy who won’t produce gin or vodka in his distillery, even though all our competitors are doing it, because he’s convinced it means the death of his precious whiskey, and the end of the family brand. He’s still never forgiven my sister for leaving town for all those years, and for almost marrying the wrong guy – you really think he’d forgive me if I told him that his son liked men? You have no idea what would happen. And I’m not worried about saving my own arse, or being kicked out of my house: I’m worried about the fact that our family is already teetering on the edge. First Mum died, then Ellie disappeared for a while; Dad’s not exactly young anymore, and I certainly don’t want to be the one to deliver him this final blow.

      And what about everyone in town? Of the 192 people that live in Cliathán, more than seventy per cent are over the age of sixty. These are people who have never even stuck their noses out of the village, let alone considered the possibility that a man could be attracted to other men. You really think anyone else in town is gay?

      Ah, well. I guess there is one other person in town who’s gay. And he’s even better at pretending than I am. To him, pretending was a choice: to me, no. My pretence is a consequence of his choice.

      Because I’d give it all up.

      My surname, the company, my job, my security. None of those things make me feel I can take on the world – but I can’t make that kind of decision on my own. I can’t decide for him, and he doesn’t want to risk everything just for us.

      I guess you might say that there are plenty more fish in the sea, and that I could look around and let someone else into my life – that maybe I should call back one of the guys I met through the website. But I’m not a reasonable guy, or someone who reflects too much on things.

      I didn’t choose to fall for him all those years ago – it just happened. And I can’t just choose to stop now, even though he tries so hard to push this thing between us away. Because, aside from all the problems I’ve listed above, there’s another, bigger problem. One which lands itself firmly at the top of the list. One that neither of us are ready to face.
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      Seeing his van parked in front of my house is not a good sign. I’m tempted to throw the car into reverse and escape, maybe pretend I haven’t seen him. Or maybe I should just let this happen, and face up to it as if it were no big deal. I’ve got pretty good at pretending over the years; but Alex Brennan is one of my best friends, not to mention the fact that he’s basically my brother-in-law, if he and Ellie ever decide to take that step. He’s also a friend of Andy’s, and Brian’s, and of my brother.

      Alex and Reid are the same age, while Brian and I are a few years younger. Ellie, my sister, is the youngest of the group, while Andy is the oldest. We all grew up together – we were pretty much the only kids our age in town. We had to get the bus to school all the way over in Clifden, because there wasn’t a school in Cliathán back then. My family and Alex’s family were friends way before we were born. His mother and grandfather work together at our family’s company, where Reid and I work, too. Andy and Brian run their family’s pub; the pub we go to every day for lunch, and every weekend for drinks. We go there almost every time we leave the house – there are only two other pubs in Cliathán, and we wouldn’t even consider going there. As I was explaining earlier, we all go way back.

      Do you have any idea what it’s like to live like that?

      I get out of the car, pretending to be surprised to see him – but my acting attempts last about two minutes. It’s just enough time to walk around the car and find him standing in front of me.

      “Just tell me how long it’s been,” he says, already starting to panic.

      He’s panicking, as if his life is the one hanging by a thread – but this is Brennan we’re talking about. He’s the master of panicking.

      “I don’t know what…”

      He lifts his hand to shut me up. “I’m not an idiot.”

      I never thought he was an idiot. He’s maybe a bit slow sometimes, but only when it comes to his own life. Now would be the right time to remind him that it took him years to tell my sister he liked her – but I’m not that much of an arsehole. I wouldn’t call him out just to save myself.

      “God, Shane,” he says, running a hand through his hair. “Since when?”

      Roughly seventeen years.

      I could say it, but it’s best to be cautious.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “I don’t want to think. I don’t even want to know.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I thought we were friends.”

      That’s not an easy pill to swallow. We’re not just friends – we’re much more than that, and not just because he and my sister are together. I never really expected this from him, but I imagine that this is a sort of test: a snippet of what I can expect if I ever decide to stop pretending.

      “It doesn’t change anything.” I’ve rehearsed this speech in my head so many times, tried rearranging the words, but the meaning is still the same. It always ended in the same way: me losing every time.

      And it looks like Alex is going to be the first to see it live.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Oh… Well, I didn’t know if…”

      “You didn’t know what?” His voice grows louder. I look around us to make sure that Reid and my father are nowhere to be seen.

      “I know this won’t be easy for you to accept.”

      “No, you don’t fucking get it!” He steps closer to me, almost threatening.

      Is he angry?

      “I’m your friend. We’ve known each other our whole lives.” His tone is disappointed now. I’m not sure I know what he’s talking about anymore. “You didn’t trust me.”

      Oh, fuck. I didn’t expect this.

      “So all those times we were talking about girls, or those times we went out with Reid…” he runs his hand over his face, “…you were just taking the piss?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “It is, though. For me it is.”

      “You don’t know how it feels,” I tell him, my voice hard.

      “So you know how it feels when your best friend treats you like someone he can’t even trust? When your best friend pretends to be something he’s not?”

      I’d never thought about it that way – just as I’d never thought about how unbelievably sensitive Alex is.

      “How could you lie to me like that?”

      “I didn’t…” I have no more words. I never expected him to react like this.

      “What else have you been lying about, Johnston?”

      I fully deserved that accusation.

      “Does Ellie know?”

      I shake my head.

      “Brian?”

      I shake my head again.

      “Reid?”

      “God, no!”

      His expression changes, as if he were absorbing my reaction to his question. “So you and him…”

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      Alex studies me for a few seconds. He’s not angry anymore – now he just seems worried. He looks like the same old Brennan.

      “It’s been happening for a while, hasn’t it?”

      We always treat him as if he’s the last to work things out – the slow one who’s overly sensitive. But the truth is that Alex is just good, and we don’t appreciate him for what he is: the best friend any of us could have.

      “Pretty much my whole life,” I tell him, finally releasing the breath I’d been holding.

      This is the first time I’ve tackled this out loud, with someone else in front of me – apart from the few times I’ve attempted it in front of the mirror. But I don’t think that’s the same.

      Alex smiles tightly.

      “I know the feeling.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex has been working for the company since he was eighteen. When I say ‘the company’, I obviously mean mine – or, rather, my family’s. We’ve been producing the country’s best whiskey for three generations now.

      Alex is a distiller. After years of apprenticeships – if we can even call it an apprenticeship – spent taking care of the initial stages of the distillation process, my father finally decided to promote him to the second stage. It was a big step for old Johnston and a small step for Alex towards his goal of becoming a master distiller.

      We know each other because almost everyone in Cliathán works for my family – mainly because there isn’t much choice. There are only 192 people here, remember. Alex has always been in love with my sister Ellie, who he only recently managed to win over. Ellie isn’t exactly easy. She’s stubborn and proud, and tends to wander off in search of adventure, when everything that life serves her on a silver platter isn’t enough for her. She’s actually the only member of our family who doesn’t work for our company. I work in the bottling department. I don’t really know why, but I’m kind of the manager: I never asked to be, but after a few years of experience, I was promoted. I had absolutely no intention of going after a managerial role, or to sit around in an office, despite being the boss’ son. I’m not good like my brother Reid, either – he works with the raw materials. My sister – well, she definitely could have landed a different job. She could even have taken over from my father one day, but she wasn’t interested. That was partly Dad’s fault, who took too long to start believing in her, and partly because Ellie is a free spirit, who goes wherever she pleases – and that place wasn’t the Johnston Distillery. Now she’s starting up her own business, which deals with importing and exporting. It’s what she’s good at, and this way, she can still work with the family whiskey, but indirectly. She’s always had this thing about her independence: she doesn’t want to take advantage of our surname, or do anything that anyone expects of her. That’s Ellie, though: she’s tough, and always stands up for what she believes in. Sometimes I think that, if I were as strong as her, I wouldn’t be in this mess – but I’m Shane, and I couldn’t change even if I wanted to. That’s just how I am. I’m a simple guy who wants a simple life here, in the place he was born and bred, without attracting too much attention, but also without hiding away.

      Complicated, right?

      Those two things don’t seem to coincide, which is why I’ve ended up like this, in limbo, without knowing what the fuck I’m going to do with my life, or how I’ll deal with my feelings towards the wrong person.

      “Where’s Ellie tonight?” I ask Alex, passing him a beer.

      Ellie and Alex live together – more or less – in Alex’s family home, while they wait for their house to be ready. Alex is building a cottage on his family’s land for him, Ellie, and his son Justin. They’re supposedly getting married at some point – or, at least, he asked, and she apparently said yes. But, for now, they’re keeping quiet about it all.

      “She had a late meeting in Clifden.”

      “What about Justin?”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “I was just asking. Maybe you have better things to do than be stuck here with me.”

      He sinks onto the arm of the sofa, staring at his beer bottle. “I’ll stick around anywhere I’m needed.”

      “What tells you I need you?”

      “Well, if this has been going on for a while, and I never noticed, that means that something must have changed for you to be telling me now.”

      “Maybe you just started to pay more attention to what’s going on around you.”

      “Are you trying to say I don’t usually pay attention?”

      “Not always. Especially not when my sister’s around.”

      He shakes his head, his tone becoming serious. “I don’t know if I should be asking you this.”

      “Then don’t ask.”

      “You’re almost like a brother to me – and I’m only saying ‘almost’ because I still haven’t managed to marry your sister yet.”

      “I wonder why.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that now. You’re trying to distract me.”

      “And you’re someone who’s easily distracted.”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “Sorry, habit,” I say, defending myself.

      “Mmm?”

      “I’ve been trying to distract you all for years, so that you wouldn’t suspect anything.”

      “Why? What were you afraid of?”

      “It’s not just what I’m afraid of, Brennan.”

      He stares at me, narrowing his eyes and opening his mouth slowly, as if he’d only just worked out what was going on.

      “I hadn’t realised.”

      “There’s nothing else to realise. What you saw was just us messing around.”

      “Does that mean there’s nothing going on between you?”

      “It means that there’s nothing to talk about. It especially means that we shouldn’t talk about it. Not between us, and not with anyone else.”

      “You’re asking me to keep a really big secret, and I don’t even understand why. You’re asking me to lie for you.”

      “You won’t have to lie, because no one will find out.”

      “What if someone else sees you?”

      “No one will see us.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You’re already asking too many questions that I shouldn’t even be answering. It’s my fucking business.”

      “Is it not the same for him?”

      Jesus, Brennan, did you really have to put all your newfound social skills to the test right now?

      “I know Andy, and I know he can be a bit shitty sometimes – even worse than you.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “He doesn’t…” He takes a deep breath, not knowing how to carry on. To be honest, I never even expected him to get this far.

      I have to admit, I underestimated him.

      “He doesn’t want it,” I say. I’d better start getting used to it, and what better way than to say it out loud to someone?

      “He doesn’t want anyone to know?” Alex asks.

      “Something like that.”

      “And what…? God, I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Then don’t speak, please. Let’s not talk about this anymore. Let’s pretend that this conversation never happened.”

      “But it has happened, and you know I’m not good at keeping secrets.”

      “But you hid the way you felt about Ellie for years.”

      “But everyone still knew about it. You know?”

      “You can’t.” I’m almost begging.

      Alex studies me, worried. “You know I’d never do that to you.”

      I sigh in relief.

      “You’re both my friends.”

      “I know,” I say, running my hands through my hair. “I didn’t want to put you in the middle of all this. No one was supposed to know.”

      “So what are you planning to do? Hide away for your entire life?”

      I drop my head, lifting my gaze to meet his, the words escaping my mouth of their own accord.

      “If I can’t have him, I don’t think I could ever want anyone else.”

      Alex smiles sadly at me.

      Only he can really understand what that means.
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      “Do you want to kick them out, or shall I?”

      “Mmm?”

      “The usual suspects are still here,” Brian says, nodding towards the last table left.

      “Is it already closing time?”

      “Already? It’s ten to midnight, we should already be home by now, too.”

      I lift myself away from the bar and look around. The pub is basically empty, apart from two of our regulars, who can never seem to understand what time they need to leave.

      “I haven’t served them for at least an hour,” Brian says, watching them. “What the hell are they still doing here?”

      “They don’t have anywhere else to be. Maybe they’re lonely.”

      “Well, that’s not our problem.”

      “It is our problem, seeing as they help us stay in business.”

      “Maybe they should get themselves a hobby. Or find some women.”

      “Women? Mr. Sullivan has been a widower for fifteen years.”

      “Exactly. Don’t you think it’s time he found himself a substitute?”

      Poor Brian, he has no idea what he’s saying. I hope he never has to understand what that means, to not even be able to consider a substitute.

      “I’ll go.”

      I leave him to scoff alone at the bar as I approach the two remaining customers, the Sullivan brothers. Gavin is the youngest, I think he’s about sixty; he never married, and since his brother Maurice was widowed about fifteen years ago, they’ve lived together. I think they help keep each other company. Maurice must be four or five years older than his brother – his wife Hannah died of cancer. They had no children, and now he spends every evening here with us. It isn’t easy to send either of them away, because I know they have no place to go other than their quiet, empty house: a house eerily similar to my own, which I struggle to go back to every night.

      “Hey, guys.” I lean on the back of Gavin’s chair and plant myself between them. “Don’t you think it’s time you went to bed? Or are you off work tomorrow?”

      Maurice glances at the clock hanging behind the bar, then looks at me. “We’ve kept you behind again,” he says, smiling sadly. “Come on, Gavin.” He gets up and I move to give him space. “I’m sure you’ve got someone waiting for you at home,” he says suggestively, touching my arm, before leaning into my ear. “Never keep a woman waiting, or you could risk losing her.”

      I smile at his words. I want to ask him if the same applies to men, but I don’t think he’d take the news too well.

      I accompany him to the door and step outside with them, rushing to bring in the board announcing today’s specials. I wave to them from the doorway as they duck into their car, before locking the door behind me and heading towards the bar, where Brian is already clearing up.

      “Do you mind if I finish up tomorrow?” He nods towards the floors, which still have to be mopped. He usually takes care of it. “I have to meet someone.”

      “Do you have a date?”

      “Let’s not get carried away. Let’s just call it… a meeting.”

      I roll my eyes and arrange the glasses on a tray, ready to take them through to the back for the last dishwasher load.

      Brian only ever has those kind of ‘meetings’, and recently he’s had a lot of them. I think it’s because a new group of interns has just arrived in Cliathán. He’s not a bad guy, but he’s still not totally matured yet.

      “I’ll do it first thing in the morning.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Go on. Never keep a woman waiting,” I say, borrowing Mr. Sullivan’s words.

      Brian pats me on the back and jumps over the bar, striding across the room.

      “Don’t wait up,” he calls triumphantly, before opening the door and disappearing into the night.

      I haven’t waited up for him for at least ten years – but I have always made sure I’m awake, though he doesn’t have to know that. I can’t stop worrying about him, but I also can’t stand there with my ear pressed to the door, waiting for the sound of his key in the lock. It’s my job, taking care of him and making sure that he doesn’t get into trouble. Brian may be thirty-three, but he has the mentality of a teenager, and I’m worried that he’ll never grow up.

      My brother and I live together in our family house, if we can call it that. It’s an old cottage a few miles away from here, just out of town. It’s an old house, which has never been renovated – it needs way more maintenance than we could ever give it, and we could never afford to find another place to live. Our father left us this house, along with the pub, which has chained us here for life, and which, some days, I could easily set alight and watch it burn.

      We didn’t choose to take it on: it fell into our hands, bringing all of its problems with it. Every day, it attempts to crush us with its enormous weight – a weight which I always seem to carry a little more of, as Brian doesn’t seem ready to take on even half of it. And maybe that’s my fault. I’m the one who raised him like this, but what else was I supposed to do? I was all he had, and I wasn’t the best role model. I tried my best, and this was the result: I still have a teenage living in my house.

      I finish clearing up and take care of the floor for Brian, too. I guess I have nothing better to do but go home and sleep, or maybe spend the night on the sofa watching film after film, waiting to feel tired. I never seem to fall asleep until sunrise. The only silver lining in all this is that the pub doesn’t open until midday, and I don’t take care of the kitchen anymore – a blessing for me and for the business – which means I can get to work just in time for opening. So I always give myself an extra few hours of sleep before I have to get up.

      My chronic insomnia doesn’t help my mood. I’ve never exactly been the life of the party, but I’ve definitely got worse over the years. Luckily, here in Cliathán, no one really cares. We don’t get up to our old bullshit anymore, so I guess I’m just…what, exactly? A barman, a restaurateur, the owner of a grubby pub? I don’t even know what to call Veldons, really. I imagine it’s a bit of everything. But it’s home – more so than my actual home – even though I sometimes despise it; even though I’ve imagined so many times how it would feel to accidentally-on-purpose set it on fire. But I would never let myself dream of doing anything different: it’s home, and it’s mine. Not that I could ever consider, at the age of thirty-eight, of being anything other than the eldest Veldons brother: the grumpy one who has his head screwed on, who keeps the pub going and keeps his brother out of trouble. The one who, people say, doesn’t have a girlfriend because he’s married to his pub.

      They used to ask me: when will you find a girlfriend? Why don’t you take the evening off? There are all those new interns in town, why don’t you put yourself out there? But after hundreds of excuses, they finally gave up – luckily for me, because I was starting to get too old for that bullshit.

      I just want people to stop worrying so much about what I do, about whether I go home after work or head out somewhere else; whether I feel lonely in bed at night, or whether I’m happy in my own company. It’s none of their business, even though all 192 people in this town think everyone’s business is their business. My business is tough to accept. It’s the sort of business that people here wouldn’t understand: it would make them all whisper, make them glance sideways at me. They might even start to think I’m interested in anything other than serving them their pint. They might push me away, push everyone around me away – and I don’t care about me. But I can’t let my brother suffer, or let this pub suffer, our only source of income. It’s our security blanket – although it’s not particularly secure – for the future.

      I can’t risk losing what I have – even when that means losing everything I want.
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      “How come we have to go to Brennan’s house?” I ask Reid as we climb into the car.

      “Before he left work he said: dinner at mine tonight, and bring that other idiot with you.”

      “And you didn’t ask him why?”

      “Why does it matter so much?”

      “Maybe I had other plans and I wanted to weigh up my options.”

      “Other plans?” He glances at me before turning the key in the ignition. “You?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “The only plans you make are with Brennan or with the Veldons.”

      “So?”

      “We’re already going to Brennan’s, so I guess that means you were supposed to see Brian. Unless…”

      “I wasn’t supposed to see anyone.”

      I should never have started this stupid conversation.

      “Then why did you bring it up?”

      I scoff and lean my head against the passenger window. Of course I had no plans – I just wanted to pop into Veldons, grab a bite to eat, sit at the bar for an hour or so, or maybe until closing time. I do that a lot, especially lately.

      I thought about it before – about him, I mean – but not in this way. It must have been everything that’s been going on recently, what with Ellie moving back, and the fact that Brennan finally told her how he felt. It must be the way they look at each other; the way they love each other.

      No, I’m not in love with Andy Veldons. Love is for emotional people like Brennan. It’s not for me: I’m a lone wolf. And it’s not for him, either – he can barely manage a smile, let alone manage to love someone. It’s just not easy to find someone, and he’s so close I could reach out and grab him. I see him every day, and…

      “Aren’t you going to get out?”

      I turn to Reid, who already has one foot out of the car door.

      “Are we here already?”

      “Are you okay?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

      “I’m just tired,” I say, shaking myself off and opening the door. I get out of the car and close the door behind me. “It’s been a long day.”

      I walk over to him, and we head across the field to see Alex approaching us.

      “So?” he asks right away.

      “So, what?”

      “What do you think?”

      Reid and I exchange a glance.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Of the outside walls,” he says, turning to gesture towards the house. “I hurried the builders along a little. I wanted it to be the first part of the house that was finished.”

      “Why?” Reid asks. I give him a firm slap around the back of his head.

      “Ellie hasn’t seen it yet,” he says, excited. “Not with the windows in. They finished mounting those today.”

      “You’re in a good mood, Brennan,” I point out.

      “Can you tell?” He’s practically jumping up and down.

      “You’re making me nervous. Can you calm down a bit?”

      “I can’t wait to show her.”

      “Where is she?” Reid asks.

      “She’s out of town. She gets back tomorrow.”

      “She’s been out of town a lot recently,” Reid comments, but Alex doesn’t bite.

      Thank God he’s managed to push aside some of his insecurities. Not all of them, of course – that would be a miracle. Although I think my sister has already made a few miracles happen here.

      “I wanted her to have somewhere to work from as soon as possible. I don’t want her to have to keep working at the kitchen table.”

      I smile. “I’m sure she’ll love it.”

      “You think?”

      I nod.

      “She didn’t know about the windows,” he confesses awkwardly. “It was a last-minute decision. I wanted there to be loads of light.”

      There’s definitely a lot of light – and I’m not talking about the light which will stream into my sister’s office. I’m talking about the light Brennan seems to be bursting with ever since Ellie moved back to Cliathán.

      “Now she just needs to decorate it however she wants.”

      “So, tell me: when Ellie’s out of town, does she take your balls with her, too?” Reid asks. “We know who the stay-at-home husband will be, right Shane?” He elbows me, but I don’t move.

      “Why did I even invite you guys over? I don’t know why I bother wasting my time with you, or bother sharing moments like this with you. Why do I never learn?”

      I shake my head, amused, and rest my hand on his shoulder. “Don’t listen to him, he’s just jealous.”

      “Me?” Reid asks, pointing to himself. “Jealous of what?”

      I throw my arm around Brennan’s shoulders. “I’m sure Ellie will love it.”

      “Weren’t we supposed to be having dinner?” Reid pipes up. I’ve always said that he was a test child – and a useless one at that – so that my parents could work out what fate awaited me. “Or did we just come here to stare at two windows?”

      “My mum’s made barbecue ribs.”

      Reid rubs his hands together. “Now we’re talking.”

      We wander towards Alex’s family house. Reid walks a few paces ahead of us – he must’ve smelled the ribs from here – and Alex and I walk slower, our hands shoved deep into our pockets. I get the impression that he invited us over with a different motive, but he’s keeping quiet for some reason that I’d rather ignore; I’ll wait until he’s ready to talk about it. You shouldn’t put too much pressure on Brennan or you’ll never get anything out of him – think of how long it took him to win over my sister: about thirty years, give or take a year. He’s always had a problem with his timing, and with working out the right thing to say. But he’s a great friend and a good guy, to my sister, to his son, and to his family. I don’t think there’s a better guy in the world, and maybe that’s why it felt so easy to admit the truth to him.

      I never imagined I’d tell anyone that I’m gay. It’s not that I’m scared, exactly – it’s more that I want to keep my business to myself, without having to explain to everyone why I don’t like women. I’m still not quite okay with the fact that Alex knows about it, but I trust him – even though I still don’t feel comfortable talking about me and him just yet.

      And, yes: when I say ‘him’ I mean him. There’s only one him for me – and not because he’s the only other gay guy in town. I’m starting to feel a little pathetic, especially because the ‘he’ in question doesn’t seem to have the same problem.

      He seems to be doing just fine without me, and being the selfish man that he is, he’s forced me to survive without him, too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I like Brennan’s house. The air there always feels more relaxed, upbeat even despite Alex’s presence, who isn’t exactly the kind of guy who oozes happiness from every pore. When Ellie’s around he tries, and almost seems euphoric, but then he sinks back into his naturally agitated state, which drags down everyone around him.

      Clodagh, his mother, loves me, and treats me as if I were her own son – something that Alex has never been too fond of. Especially when she piles my plate higher than his, just as she’s doing right now. I won’t say that she has a soft spot for me, but it’s definitely clear who is her favourite of her son’s friends – especially now that Ellie has been lifted out of the friend zone.

      To be honest, the Brennans have always made us all feel like family; Reid and I used to come here a lot when we were young. Our mothers were friends, and both Clodagh and Colin, Alex’s grandfather, work at the distillery. My brother and I also had much more freedom and fewer restrictions than the Veldons brothers – especially Andy, who, as the eldest, was catapulted into the adult world much earlier than us. Maybe that’s why I was so fascinated by him: because he felt like a man, and made me feel secure. Around him, I didn’t always feel like a confused little boy, who couldn’t understand why girls didn’t make him hard – but this isn’t a happy story, and there’s no point torturing myself with it anymore.

      “So the outer walls are finished?” Colin asks his grandson.

      “All done,” Alex states proudly. “Now it just needs a woman’s touch.”

      “Woman’s touch? Seriously?” Reid asks, chewing with his mouth open. “Is it not supposed to be a company office?”

      “So what?”

      “And this is Ellie we’re talking about – you know she’s not exactly the most feminine.”

      “Like you’d know anything about that,” I point out, referring to his sporadic and largely unsuccessful conquests.

      “I think Ellie is beautiful,” Justin – Alex’s son – cries.

      “Oh, really?” Alex asks, amused.

      “Well, yeah, I guess. For a girl,” Justin attempts to defend himself, blushing fiercely.

      “Looks like someone has a little crush on Ellie,” Reid says, embarrassing him further. “Like father, like… Ow!” My sharp kick under the table didn’t stop him in time. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Just shove another rib in your mouth,” I say, offering him one of mine. I’m not that hungry tonight, anyway. I move it onto his plate and he watches me warily – a little too warily for my brother.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Apart from you and your big mouth?”

      “You’re being weird tonight.”

      “You do seem quieter than usual,” Clodagh points out.

      “And you’re not making fun of Dad,” Justin adds. I almost regret coming to his rescue.

      “Maybe he has his head in the clouds,” Colin suggests. “Maybe he’s thinking about a woman.”

      Alex spits his beer across the table.

      I should’ve known he couldn’t handle the pressure.

      “Yeah, right,” Reid responds, luckily for me – I guess he is useful sometimes. “I’m starting to think he’s interested in other things…”

      Alex almost starts choking.

      I was wrong: my brother is never useful.

      “Like he prefers playing instead?”

      Ah, Justin. The voice of innocence.

      “Like maybe he doesn’t like girls at all,” Colin responds.

      “So he likes boys?”

      Alex has burst into a coughing fit now; he’s almost blue in the face.

      “Are you alright, darling?” his mother asks. He’s still busy trying to clear his airways.

      “If you weren’t my brother, I’d be suspicious,” Reid continues, taking a sip of his beer. “But I know you too well,” he says, his chest puffing with confidence. I keep my eyes glued to the table, incapable of looking at anyone – I’m scared that I wouldn’t be able to lie. Not when I could feel the truth churning in my stomach. It’s Brennan’s fault; the fact that he knows now makes me feel like I’m betraying his trust by hiding myself away. Or maybe I’m just tired of pretending not to look at him every time other people are around.

      “Besides, we’ve been out with loads of women,” Reid goes on.

      “Loads of women?” Justin asks, curious.

      “Oh, Jesus,” Clodagh mumbles, leaping to her feet. “More potatoes?” she asks, trying to drop the subject before my brother takes it upon himself to explain what that means to Justin.

      “Yes, please.” Alex manages to breathe again. “Can we talk about something else?” he asks Reid.

      “What? What did I do?” he moans.

      “See, Justin,” Colin takes over. “There are some men who like women, and some men who aren’t interested.”

      “Because they like other men?” Justin asks, hesitantly.

      “Exactly.”

      Alex clears his throat. “You know, right, that men can like men, too?”

      Did he really have to choose tonight to have this chat with Justin? If they start the conversation about the birds and the bees then I swear I’ll stick a fork in my eye – at least that way they’ll have to take me to hospital, and we can finally change the subject.

      “Yeah, but… I’m not sure.”

      “What aren’t you sure about?”

      “I’ve never thought about it. I’ve never seen two men together.”

      See what I’m talking about?

      “But you know it’s possible?”

      “I think so.”

      “Why are we confusing the kid?” Reid speaks again. “Why the hell would he care about this stuff? Don’t you have a girlfriend, Justin?”

      “I wouldn’t call her my girlfriend…” Justin says, probably making my brother very proud and his father very uncomfortable. “She’s my friend.”

      “But you like this friend?”

      “Yeah,” Justin shrugs. “But I like all my friends.”

      “Now it’s getting complicated,” Colin comments.

      “But she’s the one you wrote that Valentine’s Day card to, and the one you bought that heart-shaped box of chocolates for. Not your other friends,” Clodagh says.

      “Yeah.”

      “You didn’t want to give those presents to anyone else – boy or girl.”

      “No.”

      Alex’s mother sits back down, satisfied.

      “I get it now,” Justin adds, before sticking a potato into his mouth.

      Saint Clodagh.

      I sneak a sigh of relief, and watch as Alex heaves about ten sighs of relief. We all turn back to our meals – even me – until Clodagh rests her hand on mine, squeezing it affectionately.

      And I realise that I haven’t been quite as good as I thought at keeping my secret: but someone else has been keeping it for me.
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