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      Two years earlier

      “You can’t actually do it.”

      “I already am,” I reply to Ian, haphazardly packing up my duffel.

      “Ryan, please, be reasonable. Let’s talk about it, I’m sure we can find a solution.”

      “A solution?” I laugh in his face. “We had a solution, but you never let me go through with it.”

      “Did you really want to, though? How was it going to help you?”

      “Help me?” I ask him, staring hard. “It would’ve helped me. But you had to butt in, as usual.”

      “So killing your brother would have solved all your problems?”

      “It would’ve made me feel better.”

      Ian shakes his head and sinks onto the bed. “You don’t really think it was his fault, you know that.”

      “No, of course not. It’s never his fault. He never does anything wrong, right?” I zip up my duffel and throw it on the floor, sitting myself down next to him, letting my head fall into my hands.

      “Okay, he made things worse, but everything was going to shit even without him getting involved.”

      I close my eyes and screw my hands into fists, trying to calm the fit of rage shaking through my body. I can’t think of him, of what he’s done.

      Of what I was about to do.

      “She…”

      “Shut up!” I shout at him.

      No one should ever mention either of their names in front of me.

      “Have you seen this?” Ian touches my chin gently, but I jerk away. “You need stitches here.”

      “Why the fuck would you even care?”

      Ian sighs, frustrated. “You’re never going to change your mind, are you?”

      “I’ve made my decision now. I’ve signed the contract.”

      “It’s not too late – we can talk to the lawyer, retract the…”

      I stand up. “They’re waiting for me.”

      “Don’t just throw everything away. It took years of effort… I can’t let you do it. It’s your career. Your fucking life!” He gets up too and grabs me by the shoulders. “Don’t be a kid, Ryan. You’re a man!”

      I shake off his hands. “My life, Ian!” I scream at him. “You have no idea what…”

      “You have your family, you have rugby, you have…”

      “That’s not enough.”

      It’s not enough anymore.

      “It will be enough,” he says, calmly.

      “So what, I should just do what you do?”

      Ian gives me a sad smile. “It’s still a way of living.”

      “You don’t get it. It’s not my way. Maybe it works for you, but not me. I always wanted this, I’m not like you, or like…” I grind my teeth. “I’m different. I want different things… or at least, I did want them.”

      “And you can still have them. Maybe later in the future…”

      “No,” I shake my head. “I can’t, not after this. It’s not for me. It can never be for me. Do you have any idea how it feels, Ian? Ripping your heart from your chest and watching someone trample it into the ground. Watching the blood spurt out, watching it slowly stop beating. Seeing your life, your dreams, your future fade before your eyes…” I pause, trying not to let my emotions get the better of me. “There’s nothing left for me here.”

      “I’m here,” Ian tries again.

      I shake my head. “I have to get away, far away from here. From everything. Please, just let me go.”

      Ian takes a deep breath. “You’re my brother, Ryan. I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to just go like this, without thinking it through, without waiting for it all to blow over.”

      “For what to blow over, exactly? It won’t just disappear, Ian. And Jesus, it hurts. I can’t stand it.”

      Ian stays silent for a while, then runs a hand through his hair and starts to speak, resigned. “If this is what you really need, then I’m not going to be the one to stop you. Just…don’t shut us out. Don’t shut me out.”

      I smile, sadly. “Do you really think that could happen?”

      He gives me a half-smile back. “Of course not.”

      I lean down to grab my duffel.

      “Are you sure you’ve got everything?” he asks, nodding towards my bag. “I can help you with the rest of your stuff, if you just let me get myself sorted…”

      “I don’t want any reminders of this life,” I interrupt him. “I don’t want to bring any of it with me. I’m not that person anymore.”

      I start to head towards the door of my apartment, with Ian behind me; but when I open it, the very last person I want to see is standing right in front of me.

      I launch myself at him, throwing him to the floor. I sit on his chest and lock my hands tightly around his neck, as he grabs my wrists in an attempt to break free. But I’m stronger, angrier. I’m in pieces.

      “Fuck, Ryan!” Ian tries to grab my shoulders, but even he can’t fight my strength.

      My hate is stronger than all of their muscles combined.

      “Ryan! You’ll end up killing him if you don’t stop!” Ian keeps shouting and pulling at me, trying to get me away from the guy, but I have no intention of letting go.

      I want him dead. Now. And I want to do it myself.

      His face starts to go white, and his hands lose their strength against my wrists. I can feel the life slowly leaking out of him under my fingers, a life which will never give me back my own: one that will never repay me for all the pain I feel inside.

      Just when he is about to lose all feeling, a mountain of muscles wraps around me, hurling me aside onto the ground. He sits on top of me, trying to pin down my arms.

      “Ryan! Jesus… Ryan!”

      I try to wriggle free, but Ian’s grip is too strong. “I can’t let you do it. Fuck, he’s your brother!”

      I look hard at him, with resentment on my tongue and pain shooting across my heart. I tell him what I really think.

      “From now on, you’re my only brother.”
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      Present

      I stay sitting in the car for over an hour, never taking my eyes off her street, with her two-floor house, just like she wanted. It has a garden at the front, with flowers framing the property; the lawn in the centre is trimmed to perfection. The white window frames, the red door. The room above the garage with its freshly-painted shutter. A fence surrounds the house, also white.

      Everything looks new, full of expectation, of the future. Full of life.

      A life lived with somebody else.

      It’s all just what she always wanted, just as she planned for years, as she had dreamed as a little girl.

      Because I know. I was there. I was there every day.

      Everything was how it should have been, except for one insignificant detail.

      Me.

      A minivan parks right in front of the house, and I instinctively shrink myself down into my seat, for fear of being noticed. The driver door opens and a golden head of hair appears, tousled by the wind. She opens the back door and leans inside, only to appear a few seconds later with a little girl in her arms.

      She pulls up the hood of the girl’s jacket, smiles, and gives her a kiss on the nose. She closes the back door and slowly makes her way towards the house. She looks for her keys in her bag then puts the key in the lock. She opens the door, and they both disappear inside, taking with them what remains of my heart.

      I stay there, with my gaze fixed firmly on the door, not really knowing what I’m waiting for: maybe for someone to shake me, scream at me and wake me up, tell me that it was all just a bad dream.

      Someone to reassure me, to take my hand. To wait for me to come home, hug me and tell me that they missed me.

      Someone who decided not to do any of these things. Not with me.

      But she’s doing them with someone else.

      I shake my head, trying to piece together any remaining dignity I have left, but it seems to have disintegrated, along with everything else.

      I start the engine and get into gear, but before I can pull away, another car parks in front of the house. I grip the steering wheel tight and try to resist: I was not ready for this.

      But I stay and watch anyway.

      I watch him approach the door, and I see her open it before he can even knock. Then, with that damn smile again, she turns to someone that is not me.

      They kiss, on the lips. He puts his hands around her and pulls her towards him.

      Those are not my hands. They belong to someone else.

      I instinctively look down at my own hands, trying to remember the sensation of her skin under my fingers, but it’s been so long that my mind has deleted every trace of her memory. I can’t do anything but ask myself how it must be for her, to feel someone else’s fingers graze her skin. If she gets the same goosebumps, the same emotions. If she still wants them to touch her again, forever.

      Like she did with mine.

      They exchange a few words, then they both go inside.

      Together.

      And I stay there, outside.

      Alone.

      I stayed there, shut outside as if I had been shut out from my own life: as if it had been taken from me, and I didn’t understand why. Because I can’t bring myself to understand what I could have done wrong, what I could have said, or what could have made her decide that it shouldn’t have been me holding her in my arms when I came home.

      I would have painted the door red for her. I would have mowed the lawn every Monday morning, on my day off. I would have built her that damn shutter with my own hands, while she watched me through the front window. I would have planted her favourite flowers around the house: I would have asked my dad to help me, who understands gardening a hell of a lot more than I do. I would have laughed, cried, breathed and sweated every moment with her.

      I would have given her everything, just as I always did, and would have continued to do until the end of my days: just like I was ready to promise her. I would have given her my life and, in exchange, I would have asked her for only one thing: to let me stay with her.

      It hurts. More than it did two years ago. More than a month ago. More than yesterday.

      It hurts more and more every day, and there’s nothing that can ease the pain.
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        * * *

      

      “Where the hell were you? I tried calling you at least five times.”

      I go into Ian’s house and head straight for the kitchen. “I need something.”

      I open the fridge, but inside I can only find vegetables, meat and energy drinks. “What the fuck have you done to this place?” I ask, slamming the fridge door shut.

      “You want something to calm those nerves?”

      I lean against the counter while Ian opens one of the lower fridge drawers. He produces a bottle, grabbing a glass.

      “Here you go,” he says, pouring me some.

      I down the whole thing in one swig, and push the glass towards him for another. Ian shakes his head disapprovingly, but obliges me anyway.

      “You shouldn’t drink that stuff, you know. We have training tomorrow…”

      “Don’t start.”

      “Ryan…”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say, ending the conversation.

      “Mmm…”

      “I’ve just had a really bad day, okay?”

      The front door opens, and Riley’s voice startles us from behind.

      “Oh, there you are!” she goes up to Ian, who hugs her tenderly.

      My stomach tightens.

      “I was working late.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says. “Dinner’s nearly ready.”

      “I’m starving.”

      “Thought you might be,” Ian smiles, caressing Riley’s stomach. It takes everything for me not to cry out in exasperation.

      “Do you have to do that?”

      “Oh, you’re here,” Riley turns to me, pretending to have only just noticed my presence.

      I smirk at her and she returns the gesture, coming towards me and giving me a kiss on the cheek that I can’t seem to shake.

      “I’m happy to see you,” she says.

      “Yeah, yeah, alright,” I detach myself from her, pretending to be annoyed, but the truth is that Riley is the only woman whose presence I can tolerate – apart from my mother, obviously.

      “I’m going to get rid of this dress, then I’ll be back down.”

      She leaves us alone, heading upstairs, as Ian follows her with his gaze.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “Mmm?”

      “You’re so… Christ, Ian, have you seen yourself? What’ve you done with my brother? Or, should I say, what has she done?”

      “Are you actually pissed off at me, or at yourself for sneaking around outside that house again?”

      “What? What the fuck do you think of me? I don’t know what you’re talking about…” I stumble over my words.

      “You have to stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Making it worse for yourself. It’s not helping anything. You have to just leave it now, Ryan, for you and for everyone.”

      I shake my head and turn away, heading towards the living room where the table has been set for four people.

      I turn back towards him. “Fuck, no!”

      “What’s going on?” Riley comes down the stairs, tying up her hair. She’s wearing a tracksuit, with one of my brother’s sweatshirts. Despite it being way too big for her, it’s impossible not to see her pregnancy bump; I instinctively close my eyes, trying to escape the painful image.

      “Everything okay, Ryan?” she asks, kindly.

      I nod and sit down on the arm of the sofa, just as someone knocks at the door.

      “Did you really have to?” I turn to Ian.

      “He invited himself.”

      Riley opens the door: already his voice grates on me.

      “Here’s my favourite girl” he exclaims loudly, Ian snorting derisively next to me. “How’s uncle’s little girl?”

      Riley laughs and lets Nick hug her, while Ian starts to bristle next to me – I can see all the veins in his arm begin to pulse.

      “Oh, she’s great. She sleeps all day and dances all night.”

      “She’ll be a party queen.”

      “Please, don’t say that out loud. Ian’s already a nervous wreck and she’s not even been born yet – I don’t even want to imagine how he’ll be after.”

      My brother and Riley are having a baby girl. I can already predict about eighteen years-worth of total havoc.

      “Aww, look, little Ryan’s here too,” Nick pisses me off right away. “How’s it going?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Wow, I’m suffocated by your affection.”

      “I could suffocate you with my hands instead and finish what I started.”

      “Boys, not in my house, okay?” Ian steps between us, playing the father. “Go and wash your hands, we’ll be eating soon.”

      Christ, now he sounds like our mother too.
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        * * *

      

      After a few minutes, we sit at the table. I’m sitting across from that dickhead – I’ll have to keep my gaze fixed firmly on my plate so that I don’t have to look at his smug face all evening.

      I’ve been given a beer, though, which is a small consolation. Ian said that I’d already drunk too much for tonight and that I should stick to water, but Riley took pity and passed me a beer under the table. I guess, all things considered, she’s not so bad.

      “So, Nick, how was Cape Town?”

      “A dream, as always. You really should take Riley there, Ian.”

      Nick’s just got back from one of his photo shoots.

      “Oh, sure. I’ll take her everywhere, as soon as I can,” Ian says, and I can already feel the vomit making its way up my throat.

      “Do you really have to be like that?” The words escape from my mouth.

      All three of them look at me quizzically.

      “In front of me… of us. Of everyone, for fuck’s sake! I used to prefer you, you know? When you were a cynical bastard.”

      “Ryan…” Nick tries to shut me up, but I glare at him.

      “You shouldn’t even be speaking to me!”

      “Please, calm down…” he tries to reason with me.

      “Mind your own fucking business.”

      “Ryan!” Ian bolts up from his chair.

      I do the same, my chair screeching across the floor. “What do you want, Ian? What do you all want from me? You all treat me like a little boy, like I’m stupid, like someone who…”

      “We treat you as you deserve to be treated,” Nick interjects, Ian immediately holding back my arm before I can wring his neck with it. “When you start to act like a man, then maybe…”

      “Don’t tell me that you, of all people, are about to give me a lesson about maturity? I won’t accept anything from you, Nick.”

      “So are all our dinners going to end up like this?” says Ian, visibly upset.

      “You should’ve thought of that before you invited him along.”

      “You’re in our house, Ryan. If you want to continue to be invited, then behave like an adult and have some respect.”

      “Oh, well, if that’s how it is then I’ll just get going. Then I can leave this nice family portrait that I don’t ever want to be a part of.” I walk away from the table and make my way quickly towards the front door, but I stop with my hand on the door handle.

      I turn to them. “Sorry, Riley,” I say, through gritted teeth, and then I make my leave.

      I go up to my car, the keys in my hand, but before I can open the door, someone stops me with a hand on my shoulder.

      I turn, furious.

      “What the fuck do you want from me?” I shout in Nick’s face. “Can’t you just leave me in peace?”

      “No, I can’t. You’re my brother.”

      “Oh, really…? It didn’t seem like I was your brother when you decided to…”

      “For God’s sake Ryan! I made a mistake, okay? I can’t turn back time, I can’t undo it. But I swear that I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry that there’s not a day goes by where I don’t want to spit at my own reflection in the mirror.”

      “Your apology isn’t enough. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

      “So tell me what I can do. I want my brother back.”

      I laugh bitterly. “You’ve lost your brother.”

      “I want him back” he says again, determined.

      “What, Ian’s not enough for you?”

      “Ryan…” Nick sighs. “I want us to be a family again. Mum and Dad need us – they don’t need to see us fighting all the time. Ian needs us: he’s about to have a baby and I don’t want her to be born into a family full of hate and revenge.”

      I shake my head, exasperated. “Since when did any of this bother you? You’ve always thought only about yourself, screwed everything up for as long as I’ve known you. You’ve never cared about anything – what’s changed?”

      “I’ve grown up, Ryan. And you should too.”

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Let’s give it a try, what do you say? Just let me try.”

      “That doesn’t take back what you’ve done. I can’t forget.”

      Nick nods. “I understand and it’s okay, a part of you will always resent me.”

      “A part of me hates you and wants you dead.”

      “But just a small part, right?”

      I snort.

      “Well, let’s work on the part that doesn’t want me dead.”

      “That part is tiny.”

      He shrugs. “It’s enough for me.”

      “I don’t understand why you care so much. You don’t need me, you’re fine without me or my support.”

      “Maybe that’s true. But, Ryan, you need me, and I just want to be there for you. We’re the O’Connors, and we’re always here for you, even when you think you don’t want us around. And don’t ever forget that.”
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      We all make ourselves comfortable in the changing rooms after training, for the pre-match meeting. The coach was hard on me today: he didn’t cut me any slack and the other guys all seemed particularly aggressive. Maybe I’ll end up being the team mascot, or the one who gets kicked for fun, to release a bit of tension.

      I sit down towards the back, as usual, waiting for the others to stop pissing around and take their seats.

      I have an ice pack on one shoulder, which took a bigger beating than it should have during Scott’s last tackle, and I can feel the muscles in my leg screaming with pain from the force. But even though physically I feel like shit, I actually feel strangely good.

      Sport. That’s what I need.

      Jamie sits himself down next to me. “What’s wrong?” he asks, noting the look of surprise on my face.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for the meeting...?” he says, raising an eyebrow.

      “I mean, what are you doing here in the back row next to a loser like me? Why aren’t you up front with Ian like all the other champions?”

      Jamie’s the team captain, a good friend of Ian’s – not to mention that he’s also Riley’s brother. Basically, let’s just say that my brother has it very easy – unlike yours truly.

      Jamie laughs loudly. “Thought I’d sit here today, next to you.”

      Confused by what he’s said, I decide not to ask any more questions, and to concentrate instead on the coach, who’s just begun to speak.

      He shows us the tactic board, tells us about our opponents, makes his final recommendations, reminds us that we’re actually just hopeless bastards, and finally grabs his clipboard ready to announce the line-up.

      “And lastly… Ryan O’Connor,” he says, making my jaw nearly drop to the floor.

      “Well done, mate,” Jamie says into my ear, while the room explodes into a rumble of noise and whistles.

      “But, what…”

      “Looks like it’s your time.”

      I glance at him, narrowing my eyes.

      “What’s wrong? You knew this would happen sooner or later.”

      Actually, I thought the coach would never use me. I’ve been on the team for four months, always on the bench: I was accepted onto the squad for that very role, so I never expected more.

      When they offered me a place in the team, after I’d unceremoniously walked away from my previous squad, I thought the coach was just winding me up. He’d known me since I was little, so I thought the offer had come from some sort of paternal guilt.

      Let’s be honest: I’m twenty-eight, not young enough anymore to attract any attention to myself. I’m not strong like my brother, I don’t play in the scrum. I’m quick, precise, and alert, but I’m not the best player in the rotation, and I’ve accepted that. Maybe it was different a few years ago. I was still a boy, I was ambitious, determined, passionate… Now there’s barely anything left of that boy who dreamed of the blue jersey, who believed in his own drive.

      Maybe the coach doesn’t want to take any risks, and has decided to chuck me out on the field because I’m disposable, easily replaceable.

      “You’re up to it, right?”

      Jamie always worries about everybody. He’s not just a captain, but a friend, a companion and a guide.

      “Of course, what kind of question is that?”

      “Good!” he smiles, satisfied. “Both the O’Connor brothers out on the field together for the first time, side by side. It’ll be fun!”

      It’s true. Despite the fact that all three of us have played since we were kids, none of us have ever played in the same team – at least not at this level. We were close, once. Then someone decided to ruin everything.

      The coach comes towards me, along with my brother, the second the meeting ends.

      “Boy.” I stand up right away. “No pissing around. Don’t make me regret this.”

      “I won’t,” I respond, determined, when I’m actually shitting myself.

      “You’ve been under observation over the past month and we’ve decided to give you a go. Don’t let me down, or I swear you’ll be watching the next few matches from the changing room toilet.”

      I nod, immediately crushed by the pressure.

      The coach walks off, yelling at the others, as Ian stays standing in front of me with a stupid smile all over his face.

      “Your time has come,” he says solemnly.

      “Let’s not make a big deal out of it,” I say, playing it down.

      “He’s nervous,” Jamie winds me up.

      “Terrified,” Ian says, rubbing it in.

      “He’s about to shit his pants,” Jamie continues.

      “Will you both just leave it? It’s not a big deal.”

      Ian comes closer.

      “I know how long you’ve been waiting for this, so don’t bullshit me.”

      I shake my head, trying to hide my nerves, and head quickly for the changing rooms to take a shower and get out of here – but first, I stop off in the bathroom. I actually am about to shit myself.

      

      I get out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist. Ian appears in front of me, already dressed, with his phone pressed to his ear.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll go and pick up Riley, then we’ll get there earlier. See you tonight.”

      He puts his phone in his pocket, then turns his attention to me.

      “Ah yeah, that’s right. Mum’s expecting us for dinner this evening.”

      “Why?”

      “To celebrate! What a stupid question.”

      “You’ve already told her?”

      “Of course, what did you expect? It’s important, Ryan.”

      I shake my head. “Not really.”

      “For us it is, and we want to show you how much we support you.”

      “Don’t tell me…”

      “He’s part of the family. We’re not going to leave him out of it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I park the car in the crowded driveway – everyone has already arrived. I get out and go up to the door.

      “Hey!” A voice from the darkness almost gives me a heart attack.

      “What are you doing here, lurking in the bushes?”

      “I was waiting for you.”

      “Couldn’t you have waited for me inside with everyone else, like a normal person? Or did you do it on purpose, just to make me jump out of my skin?”

      “Do you always have to be so tense?”

      “Do you always have to just show up everywhere?”

      “I want to be here.”

      I snort and sit on the step. Nick does the same, sitting next to me. It must have been years since we’ve sat this close, just the two of us.

      “I heard the news,” he says, interrupting the silence.

      “News travels fast,” I comment flatly.

      “I’m… proud. Really proud of you.”

      A knot forms tightly in my throat.

      “You deserve it, honestly. I just wanted you to know that.”

      I nod gratefully, even though I can’t bring myself to accept this attempt at bonding.

      “I also wanted to ask you if you’d mind me coming to watch the game.”

      “Are you asking my permission? Don’t you always just do whatever the fuck you want?”

      “I’d like to be there, but I don’t want to make a scene. It’s an important moment for you and I want to be there, but only if it won’t upset you.”

      I get up. “You can do whatever you want, Nick. I can’t stop you from coming to the stadium.”

      He gets up too. “I know, but I want… I want your approval.”

      I shrug, trying to look like I don’t care, when really, his respectful, cautious attempts to bring us closer again have struck the right chords in me.

      Damn it.

      “Let’s go inside,” I say abruptly, opening the front door. He follows me in.

      “There you are!” Mum runs right up to me. “My baby… Oh my God, I’m so proud of you,” she says, hugging me hard. “I absolutely want to be there. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      I peel myself away from her and smile warmly.

      “I’ve just finished calling everyone – you’ll have the whole neighbourhood cheering you on!”

      “I’m playing too, you know,” Ian interjects.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Riley says, hugging him from behind. “This is Ryan’s moment, and we’re all here to support him.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be wearing his jersey?” Ian asks, turning towards her.

      “I don’t think anyone’s jersey’ll fit her anymore, not even an XXL,” I comment, challenging her to one of our usual squabbling matches.

      “Arsehole…” Ian pounces on me, but Riley blocks him with an arm.

      “Your jersey is the only one I’ll ever wear,” she tells him sweetly, and he calms down straight away.

      Poor sod.

      “As for you, Ryan…” he turns back to me, his attitude changed. “You can go and…”

      “Hey, hey, everyone just calm down.” Nick tries to play the peacekeeper.

      It’s not like Riley and I ever argue seriously, but by now it’s become our way of communicating, and I know she doesn’t mind it.

      “Come on, dinner’s ready,” Mum calls us from the dining room. “Can someone go and get Dad? He’s upstairs.”

      “I’ll go,” I offer, climbing the stairs.

      I knock on his door. “Dad? Dinner’s ready.”

      I step inside, scanning the room. Dad is looking out of the window. “Hey…” I go over to him. “We’re waiting for you downstairs.”

      He looks at me and smiles.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “What are you looking at?” I ask, casting my eyes outside.

      He points to one of the houses across the road, and the rest of my good mood disappears.

      “Have they had a baby?” he asks, nodding towards the toys in the garden.

      I muster up my courage. “A grandchild.”

      “Ah,” he comments, vaguely. “You know, I’ll have a grandchild soon” he says, pride spreading across his face.

      “You must be excited.”

      He nods, smiling.

      “I never thought Ian would be the first one to start a family. I thought that…” he stops himself, shaking his head in confusion. He touches his forehead, as if trying to reorder his thoughts.

      “Everything’s going to be okay, Dad,” I say, hoping to calm him down.

      “I don’t know,” he says sadly. “I don’t know if it’ll all be okay. I’m worried.”

      “You shouldn’t be. We’re here.”

      “I’m not worried about me,” he says, turning to me.

      His eyes are bright, just like Nick’s. But they’re also frightened, laced with a sadness that strikes my heart every time he looks at me like this.

      “Will you be okay, Ryan?” he asks, almost making me choke on my own emotion.

      “I’m fine,” I lie.

      He smiles at me affectionately. “I always say that too, you know. But it doesn’t help: lying like that, to friends, to family. Sometimes you need to say it out loud – because, even if you hate asking for it, help can come from the people you least expect.”

      “I don’t need any help,” avoiding the conversation, because I know that he’s right.

      Dad may have his problems, and seem shut out from the world, but his lucid moments have a habit of putting everything right. He sees where no-one else thinks to look.

      “Let’s go,” I say, nodding towards the stairs.

      He leads the way out of his room, and I take a few moments to look across at the neighbours’ house.

      I sigh, forcing myself to look at everything I’ve lost, everything that will never be mine.
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      I slowly open one eye, as my phone alarm makes its tenth attempt at bursting my eardrum. I reach out my left arm, groping for the nightstand, hoping it’s where I left my phone. I try, without turning over, to feel around for it: tissue box, empty glass, biscuit crumbs… I lift my head, groaning from the effort, and open the other eye. Suddenly, the ringing stops abruptly.

      “Good morning!” A voice jerks my head aside.

      “What are you doing just standing there?”

      “Waiting for you to wake up.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Quarter to eight,” he says, checking my phone.

      “Why did you just let it keep ringing?” I try – with difficulty – to pull myself into a sitting position.

      Last night I had one drink too many: sadly, in bed, by myself, drowning my room with tears watching a romcom with a fairy-tale ending that I should definitely have avoided.

      “I was curious to see what time you’d wake up.”

      “You could’ve at least brought me a coffee, seeing as you’re already up.”

      “I would have, if you’d remembered to buy any.”

      “Aren’t we feeling nice this morning?”

      “Maybe if you get moving, I’ll manage not to be late for school today. What do you think?”

      “I’ll be ready in five minutes,” I lie shamelessly.

      “Mum…” he says reproachfully.

      “Let’s make it fifteen.”

      Evan snorts and leaves my room, while I attempt to get out of bed. A banging headache blurs my vision in front of the wardrobe, so I decide to take a quick shower first, in the vain hope of waking up at least thirty per cent of my brain.

      I take off my pyjamas and underwear, tie my hair up and relax under the warm water for just a few minutes, to avoid being tormented again by my own personal Jiminy Cricket. I wrap myself in a towel and go back into my room, where I’m faced once again by the wardrobe. I open one door and realise that, as I feared, it’s almost completely empty. I appear to have forgotten to do the laundry as well as the food shopping.

      “I didn’t have any clothes either.” Evan makes me jump from the doorway.

      “I’ll put a load on as soon as I get back.”

      “You said that two days ago,” he says, nodding towards the overflowing laundry basket abandoned in the hall.

      Without replying, I grab a pair of jeans and a shirt, then head towards the dresser and pick out some clean underwear, before turning towards him.

      “Do you mind?”

      He holds his hands up and turns away, finally leaving me with a little privacy.

      I get dressed in a rush, take my hair down and run my hands through it. I bolt down the stairs, where Evan is impatiently waiting on the last step.

      “Okay, ready –  let me grab my bag and we’ll get going.”

      “I’ve already started the car.”

      “So what are you still doing in here?”

      He leads the way outside, while I set the alarm and lock the front door. A quick glance at my watch tells me it’s twenty-five past eight, which means Evan’ll be late for school again today. I sit at the wheel, preparing myself for yet another earful from Helena, the school’s headteacher: a woman who loves punctuality, parents who are there for every single event, and mothers who bake cookies for school discos.

      Luckily, the school is only ten minutes from our house. Ten minutes, that is, without the morning traffic, which we would’ve avoided if I’d left on time.

      I park outside the gates at eight forty-five, getting out of the car for the late attendance notice I’m required to sign. Before I’m through the door, I quickly message Vic, asking her to start getting everything ready for breakfast, or I won’t even be able to open the café this morning.

      “Er… Mum,” Evan grabs my arm. “I didn’t have breakfast this morning and I don’t have anything for lunch.”

      Shit.

      “You’re right,” I say, reaching into my bag for my purse. “I’m sorry,” I say, grimacing as I hand him twenty euros. It might be a bit much, but I feel disgustingly guilty.

      Evan nods and heads up the stairs towards his classroom, while I lower my head, ready to sit through another lecture from Helena, who nods at me to go into her office.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here!” I shout to Vic, who’s behind the counter, making my way through the customers.

      “I heard you the first time,” she says, casting me a look that says I should buy her a glass of wine today for being late again. After five p.m., of course – or maybe after two. Not that we’re alcoholics.

      “We were late for school, I had to sign the late attendance form and then listen to twenty minutes of the ‘good-parent’ lecture from Helena.”

      I go through to the back, find a clean apron, chuck my hair into a ponytail and go back out to the counter to give Vic a hand. Once again, she’s had to cover for yours truly.

      I own this café, the Red Cherry, which is basically my entire life. We open at nine in the morning and close at seven in the evening every day, including bank holidays. Breakfast, quick lunches, afternoon tea, and dinner, for anyone lazy enough. I shouldn’t complain, and I actually don’t complain very often. Business is going well, and here in the neighbourhood we’re like a big family. Apart from Dave, the bastard who owns the Bagel Factory across the road, that smirks at me every time someone chooses to sit on one of his super-comfy white leather sofas, instead of my vintage wooden chairs.

      Arsehole.

      I hope he chokes on one of his fatty, overly-stuffed bagels.

      I take my place behind the counter, already tired: I slept badly, and not very much, and I still have a headache. I can feel the weight of this week all over my body; but it’s nothing that three coffees can’t fix.

      One of the girls who works for me, Leah, brings me a coffee straight away, with a worried smile across her face. I realise I can’t look too good today. I thank her with my eyes, and just about manage a few sips before the first clients come up to the counter, ready to order.

      “What can I get for you guys?”

      “Hey, Chris!”

      I lift my gaze and find Ian standing there, one of my regulars. A big guy, nearly six-foot-five, with a threateningly seductive smile that disarms anyone who sees it. But I don’t buy it – I know that behind that mass of muscles is actually a big, cuddly teddy bear.

      “How’s it going?” I ask him, unenthusiastically. This morning, I’d rather do anything than make conversation.

      “We’re just on the way to the airport for an away game. We’ve come by to have some breakfast.”

      “Where are you off to?” I ask, with a hint of jealousy. I’d love to be able to go on holiday, but between Evan, the café, and my family always needing me around, it’s basically impossible.

      “We’re going to France, but only for two days.”

      Just two days in France, he says. As if I’d know what France is like.

      “Is Riley going with you?”

      “Riley won’t be able to travel for a while,” he says with a smile.

      “You guys must be so excited.”

      “We are,” and I can see in his eyes that he really is. “But I’m sure you already know that.”

      Actually, I do – Riley comes here a lot, and when she does, she always stays longer than most people, just to have a chat. She’s a beautiful girl. To be honest, they’re a beautiful couple.

      I’m so jealous.

      “I’ll have a full Irish and a coffee, please. Need to keep myself going,” Ian brings me back down to Earth.

      “Sure, it won’t be long. And for you?” I ask the person next to him.

      “Just a coffee.”

      “Pardon?” I ask, convinced I’ve misheard him.

      He looks up, his gaze piercing.

      “Just a coffee,” he says slowly, as if I were stupid.

      “Are you sure? We have a big menu. We’ve got eggs, bacon, sausages, or if you prefer, we have pastries, scones…”

      He looks at me for a few seconds as if he’s about to leap over the counter and wrap his hands around my neck. I shudder at his hard stare, and subconsciously take a step backwards, intimidated.

      “Just leave it, Chris,” Ian interjects. “My brother isn’t a big fan of breakfast. But he’s a nice guy really.” He winds him up, elbowing him gently, while his brother doesn’t move a muscle.

      I nod, turning away to make their order while they go over to the till to pay. I get the tray of drinks ready, and in a few minutes I’m heading to their table, where I find them intently reading the newspaper.

      “Here you go,” I say, placing the plates and cups in front of them.

      Ian looks up and smiles, thanking me, while the other doesn’t even shift his gaze or say thank you.

      Perfect.

      I really needed an arrogant prick to top off this horrible week.

      I know I should just leave it, but my stubbornness and pride take over, so I lift my chin and say: “You’re welcome, no problem, it was my pleasure”.

      He finally decides to look up, giving me the same piercing look as before, but without responding to my comment.

      I turn on my heels and get back to work, my face red with rage and frustration: if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s rudeness – especially in my café.

      Still, people like me. I’m kind, considerate and friendly. Everybody stops to chat with me.

      I go back behind the counter, forcing a smile as I serve the customers, but every so often I look over at their table, where Ian is chatting animatedly to his brother, and his brother is responding in imperceptible head nods.

      After almost an hour, they leave. Ian waves over to me from the doorway, while his brother makes his way outside without turning around.

      I try to tell myself that it shouldn’t annoy me, it’s only ten in the morning and I still have a long day ahead of me. It means I’ll just have to drown my sorrows in that glass of wine I was talking about before, which has just doubled in size after that unpleasant encounter.
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      Ian insisted on going out for breakfast before we left, in that café that he says is really good, just down the road from his house. I hate breakfast, it’s the most pointless meal of the day. A black, unsweetened coffee is the only thing you need to wake up your brain and get you on your feet.

      Today is my first away game with the team, and even though I’m trying to hide my nerves, I have to admit it isn’t easy to slot yourself into such a tight-knit group – especially for a guy like me. Even though I’ve known some of the guys for years, basically since I started playing.

      On top of that, Ian’s on the team too, and playing alongside my brother puts me under even more pressure. He’s one of the best on the team, a reference point for the other players. This doesn’t surprise me – Ian evokes trust and security, and definitely has a much more likeable temperament than me, especially since he’s been with Riley. He’s practically the only person I get along with, the only one who can put up with my shitty personality and my unnerving quietness.

      I’m someone who doesn’t talk much, and who listens even less. Not that I’m a cold person: I just don’t like it when people piss me off while I’m trying to do my own thing.

      We all live in Santry, the same neighbourhood we grew up in – including, unfortunately, that bastard. It’s basically like going back to our roots, as if we never really grew up. I live in the Parklands residential area, with everything you could need right on your doorstep: supermarkets, corner shops, a gym, a pool, take-aways. Everything needed for someone who doesn’t have time to go into town, like me.

      We go up to the counter, where Ian chats happily to the girl serving us – I already start to feel out of place, regretting following him here. I don’t like wasting time, and I especially hate going to these kinds of places. They’re always full of people who can’t wait to have a nice, long chat. I just want to drink my coffee in peace, get on this damn flight, play this match and then get myself home to relax in front of an action film or something, before collapsing into bed and falling into a deep sleep.

      When the girl turns to me to ask what I’d like, I only order a coffee. She almost passes out at the idea that I don’t want to eat anything. She asks me again what I’d like and I respond slowly, pronouncing my syllables like you do with someone who has difficulty understanding.

      When she realises I’m not joking, she starts babbling, listing off the whole menu to me.

      Perfect.

      All I needed this morning was someone to piss me off.

      I slowly raise my head, my eyes threatening her to shut her mouth and just give me my damn coffee. I’d say, from the way she reacts by retreating back behind the counter, her eyes wide with shock, that I was successful.

      Ian, as always, tries to play the whole thing down. Recently, he’s always had that smile plastered across his face – so much so that it sometimes makes me hate him.

      What does he have to be so happy about?

      Oh, yeah. Riley, a baby on the way.

      A life.

      We sit down at a table and I grab the newspaper, while Ian tries to chat to me. The waitress from before finally brings us our order, but before turning away, she gathers the courage to open her mouth again, apparently just to piss me off some more.

      I lift my gaze once again, showing her how little I really care about what she said, or the fact that she wants a ‘thank you’ from me. What for? For bringing me my coffee? Isn’t that her job?

      I ignore her, just as she deserves, and wait patiently for her to piss off, so I can go back to reading in peace. She turns and leaves, and I could swear I saw steam coming from her ears.

      “What did she ever do to you?” asks Ian, buttering his toast.

      “Mmm?” I mutter, barely listening to him.

      “That girl…”

      “What girl?”

      “The one who just brought over our breakfast,” he insists.

      I snort, deciding to answer him. “What do you want, Ian?”

      “Why did you treat her like that? Why do you have to act like an arsehole with everyone? A bit of kindness costs nothing, you know…”

      “You’ve already got that covered,” I comment sarcastically, turning back to the paper.

      Ian shakes his head and changes the subject. I keep my attention focused on the articles, nodding every now and then, just to show him that, actually, I don’t really care about what he’s saying.

      After a never-ending breakfast, where Ian did nothing but stuff his face and give me advice about the upcoming match, we get up and head for the exit. Before we leave, he waves goodbye to his beloved waitress.

      He can do what he wants. It’s nothing to do with me. I don’t have to make an effort with anyone, not her or anyone else – especially if I don’t want to. And I never want to. I’m not paid to be nice or make conversation. I’m paid to play – and to win.

      “You could’ve at least waved,” Ian says to me, winding me up even more.

      “I think she’s here to work, not chat. That’s what she’s paid for, isn’t it?”

      “It’s actually her café.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. Besides, why do you care so much?”

      “She’s always nice to me, okay? I’ve known her for a while now – I come here a lot, and so does Riley.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “I don’t have to justify myself to you.”

      “There we go, exactly – I don’t have to justify myself to you either,” I retort proudly.

      “I’m just saying that if you keep behaving like that, Ryan, you’ll never get anywhere. You’ll never make friends, you’ll never meet anyone…”

      “I don’t want to meet anyone. And as for friends, I’ve already got you and the other guys on the team.”

      “But don’t you want a new life for yourself? One where you meet people, maybe meet a girl…”

      I whip my head up, glaring at him.

      “They’re not all the same, you know,” he says kindly.

      “Don’t start with one of your speeches. The fact that you’ve found someone who seems – for now – not to want to run away, doesn’t give you the right to give me a life lesson.”

      “Watch what you’re saying, Ryan.”

      “They stay with you until they get a better offer, then they leave. Apart from your Riley, obviously.”

      “God, you’re impossible, you know that? You can’t even try to be reasonable.”

      “I can be, just not with this,” I say, ending the conversation.

      And to think that this morning I woke up with such good intentions. It just took that waitress…whoops, sorry, that owner of the café, and her inane comments, prompting Ian to bring up the only topic that’s forbidden between us.

      I scoff as I climb into the car with Ian, headed for the airport. I can see the town spread out ahead of us: the streets I grew up in, the park we used to fight in, the cafés that have been around for decades, and the familiar countryside that I’ve missed these past few years. I tell myself that, deep down, it’s nice living here, in my own city, near my family, with Ian, as if nothing had changed.

      The problem is that something has changed.

      I’m not the same person anymore, and I don’t plan on going back to who I was. The kind, polite boy, there for everyone and too sensitive to be considered a man – he doesn’t exist anymore.

      He’s dead. Buried. Over.

      I don’t care about being nice to waitresses, shop assistants, bank clerks, because I don’t want to be close to anyone. Apart from my teammates.

      I don’t want friendships, relationships. I don’t want anything.

      “Ready for your first away game? You nervous?” Ian asks, as I pull into a space in the terminal car park.

      I nod and get out of the car. We walk over to the check-in desk and queue up behind some of the other guys in the team.

      Playing calms me down – or, at least, it lets me forget about everything, without needing to kill someone. I always wanted to play. There was never another option, and I’ve worked hard to get where I am today.

      I’m twenty-eight years old, and I’ve been playing since I was thirteen. I’ve seen some of the most beautiful places in the world, and I’ll continue to do so. Right now I’m in Dublin – after that, who knows.

      For now, I have to stay here. I just need to keep a low profile, see as few people as possible, limit any social contact and, for God’s sake, avoid that bloody café, or next time I’ll have to talk to her. And I’m certain she’ll like my response even less than she liked my glare.

      Looks are painful.

      But words can kill.
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